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Stephanie Frontispiece 

V         Stephanie  sat  upright  in  bed,  her  eyes  black  with  rage. 

<^  "  You  traitor,"  she  said  between  set  teeth.  Jack 
stood  back  aghast.  "  Steve,  aren't  you  well  ? "  he 
began ii6 

%i  He  opened  the  kitchen  door.  "Good-bye  pal,"  he 
said  in  spite  of  himself ;  "  don't  forget  the  promise 
about  the  garden."     See  page  IJ4 328 


She  struggled  to  free  herself  but  he  held  her  relent- 
lessly. "Shag»  Shag,  Shag,"  she  cried  out  sud- 
denly       432 
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CHAPTER  I 

ACK*S  mother  will  know  —  she  was  an 
actress," — Molly  darted  up  abruptly,  letting 
the  chiffon  and  flowers  fall  to  the  floor.  She 
tore  upstairs  to  Mrs.  Heath's  sunny  room  with  its  three 
windows  facing  the  river. 

"  Darly,  plekse  come  down  and  help  me  with  my  veil. 
Nate  says  I  don't  need  any,  but  I  want  one.  You're 
only  married  once  and  it's^fun  to  be  all  shimmery  and 
half  shadows.  Oh  —  were  you  lying  down?  I'm 
awfully  sorry," —  she  stood  back,  abashed. 

Mrs.  Heath  sat  up  and  smiled.  ^'  I'm  wide  awake. 
So  you  want  to  wear  a  veil,  MoUikins  ?  I  rather  like 
the  idea,  too." 

Molly  came  inside  the  door.  "  I'm  a  bother,"  she 
added,  forgetful  of  Nate  below.  "  But  then,  it  will 
every  bit  be  finished  to-morrow," — she  gave  a  deep 
sigh.  "  To-morrow  at  noon,"  she  repeated  more  to 
herself. 

"  I'll  come  down."  Darly  rose  and  brushed  up  her 
hair.  She  wore  a  clinging,  lavender  thing  with  the 
fragrance  of  old  rose  leaves  about  it.     It  was  like  the 

wearer  —  a  tali,  slender  woman  with  an  oval,  daintily 
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tinted  face,  large  gray  eyes  with  thick  lashes,  and  faded, 
daffodil  hair  curling  naturally.  Her  slender  hands 
rested  on  Molly's  shoulders.  ^'  Dear  little  Molly,"  she 
said  rather  sadly. 

Molly  looked  up  in  amazement.  "  Darly,  don't  you 
like  weddings?''  She  threw  her  arms  around  her 
eagerly.  *'  I  hope  when  Jack  marries  that  his  wife  will 
halfway  appreciate  you." 

The  cameo  face  flushed  a  trifle.     *'  I  hope  when  Jack , 
marries  he  will  win  as  splendid  a  comrade  as  Paul  Kail 
is  winning," — she  let  her  arms  drop  from  Molly's 
shoulder. 

Molly  stared  up  at  her  adoringly,  as  she  had  often 
done  when  a  tiny  child,  watching  '*  Jack's  Darly  "  sing 
or  tell  stories  or  invent  wonderful,  rainy-day  games  for 
Paul  and  Nate  Kail  and  Jack  and  herself.  Molly's 
face  was  flushed  with  excited  happiness.  Molly  was  an 
intense,  warm-hearted  little  creature  of  unexpected 
thunderstorms  followed  by  penitent,  charming  sunshine. 
Her  blue-black  hair  was  coiled  on  top  of  her  well- 
modelled  head  in  careless  fashion.  She  had  even, 
clear-cut  features  and  purple  eyes  with  low,  dark  brows, 
giving  her  face  a  distinctive  charm.  Her  figure  was 
as  lithe  and  sinewy  as  a  twelve-year-old  boy's  —  a  flat, 
strong  little  body  with  tanned,  square  fingers  and  tiny 
feet. 

She  was  thinking,  briefly,  as  she  stood  looking  at  Jack 
Heath's  mother,  how  lovely  she  was.  Darly  had  mel- 
lowed instead  of  fading —  like  a  rare  October  day  with 
the  settled  sapphire  of  the  sky  and  the  gorgeous  russet 
and  gold  of  the  trees,  but  none  of  the  turbulent  showers 
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or  fat  greens  of  the  young  summer.  Jack  had  ex- 
pressed it  when  he  told  them  his  mother  was  '*  fifty 
years  young/'  Perhaps  the  early  years  of  stage  life 
when  Sara  Heath  timidly  won  her  way  to  the  hearts  of 
London  audiences  as  a  fresh,  dewy  Juliet,  a  stately 
Portia,  a  tragic  Desdemona,  imparted  a  certain  charm 
for  which  other  women  sighed  in  vain.  Certainly  it 
had  taught  her  to  wear  "  October ''  clothes  instead  of 
*^ April"  ones,  and  keep  ever-present  an  illusive 
beauty.  It  had  forced  the  prosaic  American  town  of 
Lancaster  to  accept  her  as  one  of  them  when  she  came 
with  her  small  lad,  after  her  husband's  open  prefer- 
ence for  a  music-hall  favorite. 

*'  Oh,  somehow,  I  can't  ever  think  of  Jack's  marry- 
ing," Molly  added.  "  He  has  you,  Darly  —  and  you 
are  so  lovely  I  " 

Darly's  gray  eyes  rippled  with  tender  amusement. 
'^  Never  mind,  Mollikins,  we  all  have  our  day  and 
then  there's  an  end  of  it.  I  shouldn't  want  Jack  to  be 
a  crusty  old  bachelor  living  up  here  in  this  brown-tur- 
reted  house  like  a  miser.  Some  day  I  won't  be  here, 
and  I  want  to  think  of  Jack  as  happy  with  his  family." 

^'  Don't  you  think  every  one  is  happy  when  they  are 
married  ? "  asked  Molly,  forgetting  for  an  instant 
Darly's  tragic  little  story  —  the  story  of  a  beautiful 
woman  who  broke  her  heart  over  a  worthless  man  and 
came  away  from  every  one  she  knew  to  bring  up  her 
son  so  that  he  should  never  break  any  woman's  heart. 
Once,  Molly  remembered  hearing'  some  people  talk 
about  Mrs.  Heath,  regretting  that  she  refused  to 
appear  on  the  American  stage.     They  had  said  that 
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Mrs.  Heath  felt  she  must  give  her  time  to  her  son. 
They  had  agreed  it  was  a  splendid  renunciation,  but 
that  the  "young  cub" — presumably  Jack  —  would 
never  appreciate  it. 

She  recalled  it  now,  together  with  the  incident  of  a 
rainy  spring  afternoon  when  Nate  and  Paul  Kail  and 
herself  had  climbed  the  hill  to  Darly's  house  to  see 
Jack.  Darly  had  taken  them  into  her  attic  to  let  them 
dress  up  in  old  costumes  she  brought  out  of  queer, 
steamer-labelled  trunks  —  satin  capes  and  plumed  bon- 
nets, basque  dresses,  gorgeous  strings  of  stage  jewelry, 
wigs  and  feather  fans,  slippers  with  shining  buckles, 
odd  sashes  and  a  dazzling  tiara,  faded  pink  and  blue 
silk  evening  frocks  —  and  a  wonderful  gown  of  soft 
white  satin  with  a  skirt  beaded  with  pearls. 

Molly  remembered  that  Darly  had  helped  pin  the 
last  over  on  her  own  self  so  she  could  strut  around. 
Paul  had  appropriated  a  black  velvet  cape  and  a  saucy 
cap,  and  they  minuetted  together  in  Darly's  drawing- 
room,  Darly  playing  for  them  on  her  rosewood  piano. 
Nate  Kail  and  Jack,  more  commonplace  in  their  trap- 
pings,  had  watched,   and  when  they  finished  Darly 

0 

seemed  to  be  crying  and  she  told  them  she  wore  the 
white  dress  the  first  time  she  ever  played  Juliet  and  she 
had  been  very  happy!  Molly  had  not  thought  of  it 
until  to-day,  as  she  waited  for  Darly's  advice  concern- 
ing her  bridal  veil  —  there  had  been  so  much  happen  in 
between  and  Molly  had  been  so  very  happy. 

"  I  suppose  Nate  will  think  we're  asleep,"  she  said. 
"  Darly,  when  I  asked  you  about  being  married  —  I 
forgot  that  —  sometimes  people  aren't  happy." 
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"  I  hope  you  will  be,  Molly.  Paul  is  a  splendid  boy. 
I've  watched  him  grow  up  with  my  own  Jack."  They 
began  walking  downstairs.  ^'  Just  now,  Molly,  all  the 
world  seems  rose  colored,  doesn't  it?" 

"  Why,  I  can't  imagine  how  any  one  could  help  being 
happy  with  Paul!  And  the  adorable  bungalow. 
Really,  Darly,  I've  everything  in  the  world  I  want.  I 
couldn't  wish  for  another  thing."  Molly  stamped  her 
foot  to  accentuate  the  thought. 

They  came  down  the  winding  stairway  into  the  draw- 
ing-room —  a  shabby,  delightful  place  with  faded  rugs 
and  good  pictures,  comfortable,  roomy  chairs  and  sofas, 
the  walls  lined  with  books,  while  odd,  foreign  orna- 
ments and  pottery  were  scattered  artistically  about. 
Steve,  the  old  Airedale,  dozed  on  his  cushion,  a  huge 
cage  of  canary  birds  chirruped  a  welcome,  and  flower- 
ing baskets  of  vines  and  blossoms  gave  an  atmosphere 
of  homey  peace.  Darly's  carved,  rosewood  chair  was 
heaped  with  Molly's  attempts  at  a  bridal  veil. 

Sitting  cross  legged  on  the  floor,  trying  to  sew  on  a 
flower  wreath,  was  a  sturdy,  brown-eyed  girl  with  thick, 
nut-brown  braids  wound  around  her  shapely  head  in 
order  to  get  them  out  of  the  way  without  "  fussing." 
She  had  a  pleasant  face  with  not  a  single  regular 
feature,  but  rosy  cheeks  slightly  tanned  and  a  mouth 
curving  upwards  in  true  optimism.  Her  brown  skirt 
was  spotted  and  ripped  at  the  hem,  and  she  wore 
sneaker  shoes  which  betrayed  weathering  many  a 
tramp.  Her  linen  smock  was  carelessly  rumpled,  and 
her  face  drew  into  a  scowl  as  she  tried  to  tack  a  pink 
silk  rosebud  next  a  lily. 
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^*  Oh,  the  deuce,"  she  said,  throwing  it  all  down  and 
stretching  her  big,  capable  hands  up  over  her  head  in 
awkward  fashion.  ^^  It's  no  use,  Molly,  I  can't  sew. 
That's  flatl  Darly,  I've  just  ruined  Molly's  wreath. 
I  told  her  I  would,  but  she  thought  I  ought  to  try.  I 
think  Paul  could  have  made  a  better  job,  for  a  fact. 
I've  begged  Molly  to  let  me  off  on  being  maid  of  honor 
to-morrow.  I  know  I'll  stumble  or  choke  or  do  some- 
thing desperate  when  the  cry-ey  time  comes.  But  she 
won't,  thinks  it'd  look  bad  —  if  Stephanie  Moffat  had 
the  place  of  honor." 

*'  I  leave  it  to  you,  Darly,"  demanded  Molly,  exam* 
ining  the  wreath,  *'  if  Paul's  only  sister  and  my  old 
chum  oughtn't  to  be  our  maid  of  honor?  Besides,  I 
don't  want  Stephanie  Moffat  at  all  —  she  asked  herself 
to  the  wedding  anyway  1 " 

''  I  think  Nate  can  manage.  Is  your  dress  ready, 
dear?"  asked  Darly,  looking  over  the  chiffon  and 
ribbon. 

"  Yes,"  admitted  Nate  gloomily.  "  But  I'll  never 
climb  into  it  right.  I  know  Jack  will  be  ashamed  of 
me.  As  a  best  man,  Jack  will  be  both  handsome  and 
correct,  as  he  always  is,  and  every  one  will  pity  him 
for  having  to  walk  with  me." 

''  Jack  wouldn't  want  any  other  maid  of  honor,'*  said 
Jack's  mother. 

Nate's  eyes  softened  and  she  looked  away,  pretend- 
ing to  scowl.  "  Well,  Molly  wants  a  veil  and  there 
are  about  a  million  things  to  do  before  to-morrow.  All 
the  last  chores  at  the  bungalow  for  these  —  these  up- 
starts," she  said  fondly,  but  with  a  little  catch  in  her 
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voice.  ^'  And  my  whole  house  to  dean  up  after  the 
great  crush  to-morrow.  Just  think  —  only  myself  at 
BasswoodI '' 

"  It's  her  own  fault,  Darly/*  added  Molly  eagerly. 
*'  She  refused  to  let  us  live  with  her  and  she  refused  to 
live  with  us.  It  seems  criminal  to  have  Nate  all  alone 
at  Basswood;  I  know  she'll  be  lonesome." 

Nate  was  examining  the  heels  of  her  sneakers. 
"  No,  I  won't,"  she  answered  crisply.  "  Going  to  get 
a  job.  I'd  hate  to  have  nothing  to  do.  Don't  believe 
in  families  mixing.     I'd  rather  go  it  alone." 

**What  will  you  do  with  all  the  rooms  at  Bass^ 
wood?  "  asked  Darly. 

Nate  shrugged  her  broad  shoulders.  ^^Oh,  shut 
'cm  up  —  maybe  sell  —  I'll  see.  I'm  not  worrying 
half  as  much  as  Molly  and  Paul.  Only  I  want  to  be 
busy." 

Molly  sighed.  "  Really,  Nate,"  she  said,  smooth- 
ing the  skirt  of  her  pink  organdie  with  a  matronly  air, 
"  you  are  very  contrary.  When  Paul  and  I  come  home 
from  the  wedding  journey  we  intend  to  speak  our 
minds  on  the  subject  of  your  living  alone." 

Nate  reached  up  and  drew  Molly  down  on  her  lap 
in  an  undignified  position.  '^  Listen  to  her  splutter, 
Darly  —  she  shall  have  her  way,  she  shall," — she 
danced  Molly  about  ridiculously  until  they  were  all 
laughing. 

"  Now  stand  up,  Molly ;  let  me  try  this  on  —  there ! 
That  will  be  all  right.  I  have  some  cream  Spanish 
lace  for  a  cap  effect  —  it  will  really  be  charming." 
Darly  stood  back  to  look  at  her. 
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"  I  knew  you  could  if  any  one  could."  Molly  ran 
to  the  old-fashioned,  panel  mirror  to  nod  enthusias- 
tically. "Lovely,  lovely,  lovely  I  Thanks,  ever  so 
much  —  oh,  I  wish  Paul  Kail  would  come  in  to  see  — 
he  wanted  me  to  have  a  veil,"  she  added  softly. 

Nate  looked  at  Darly.  "  Do  you  know  that  weVe 
a  very  orphaned  brood;  you  are  a  combination  daddy 
and  mother  to  us  all !  " 

''  I  was  thinking  about  it  when  I  was  lying  down.  I 
had  to  pinch  myself  this  morning  to  realize  that  little 
Molly  Brene  was  twenty-two  years  old  and  that  she 
was  actually  marrying  Paul  Kail,  aged  twenty-five. 
Whereas  his  sister  Nate  admitted  to  twenty-four  birth- 
days and  my  own  Jack  to  the  same,  and  they  were  to 
be  best  man  and  matron  of  honor  I  I  rose  to  search 
for  wrinkles  and  gray  hair  —  then  I  consoled  myself 
by  looking  at  my  new  gown  in  honor  of  Molly's  wed- 
ding." ^ 

**  It  is  all  your  own  hair,  Darly,"  reminded  Molly, 
smiling. 

The  daffodil  head  nodded.  "Thanks.  I  really 
think  I  shan't  look  half  bad,  and  I'm  going  to  dress 
Nate  as  I  used  to  dress  both  you  girls  for  parties  years 
and  years  ago." 

"Hurrah!"  Molly  clapped  her  hands.  "Nate 
will  be  stunning  if  she'll  only  let  you  fuss  with  her  hair 
and  stand  still  while  you  fasten  her  gown.  Don't  let 
her  move  an  inch  until  we're  ready  to  go  to  the 
church." 

Nate  moaned.     "Oh,  Darly  —  must  I  —  really?^' 

"  Absolutely.     Now,  tell  me  about  Stephanie  Moffat 
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—  who  is  she  and  why  does  she  come  from  out  of  town  ? 
Molly,  your  bridegroom  and  my  son  are  'way  late." 
She  looked  at  her  tiny  watch. 

"  Well," —  Molly  settled  herself  beside  Steve  to  pat 
his  grizzled  head  —  "  Stephanie  went  to  school  with 
Nate  and  me  —  at  Farmington  —  that  is,  she  was  there 
the  last  two  years.  But  we  never  chummed  or  had  the 
least  thing  in  common.  Then  when  Nate  and  I  went  to 
New  York  last  winter  to  see  father's  cousins,  we  met 
Stephanie  by  accident.  When  Jack  and  Paul  came  for 
the  opera,  they  met  her,  too.  And  when  I  wrote  her 
that  Paul  and  I  were  engaged,  she  sent  me  a  lot  of 
beautiful,  hand-made  underwear  for  a  gift.  She  sud- 
denly began  to  take  a  great  interest  in  me.  And  she 
insisted  that  she  and  her  aunt  come  for  the  wedding  — 
they  were  to  visit  relatives  farther  on  and  it  would  be 
right  on  the  way.  Of  course  I  had  to  say  yes.  But 
she  is  very  different  from  us,  Darly  —  I  can't  explain 

—  only  she  never  used  to  think  of  anything  at  school 
except  whether  she  had  enough  clean  princess  slips. 
And  once  —  she  cheated  in  an  exam !  " 

"  Never  liked  her  —  used  to  rouge  and  cried  when 
she  saw  a  toad,"  added  Nate  decisively. 

"  But  any  girl  likes  to  come  to  even  a  simple  wed- 
ding, and  Stephanie  adores  meeting  new  people.  She's 
terribly  stylish  —  she'll  wear  a  beautiful  gown.  And 
her  father  and  mother  are  dead,  so  she  lives  with  her 
aunt  Reba." 

"  When  is  she  coming?  " 

"To-morrow  morning.  Father's  cousins  come  to- 
night.    That  will  be  a  plenty.     Every  one  in  town 
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takes  such  an  interest  —  well,  it  will  all  be  different 
after  to-morrow  1 " 

Darly  laughed.  ''Wait  till  you  wrestle  with  the 
cooking,  Molly." 

**  I'll  love  it  —  Pve  three  books  and  a  fireless  cooker 
and  weVe  going  to  have  an  electric  toaster  and  a  grill. 
Why,  I  sha'n't  mind  anything  that  would  make  Paul 
happy." 

A  shrill  whistle  outside  brought  both  girls  to  the  win- 
dow. "There  they  are,"  cried  Molly;  "let's  meet 
them." 

They  vanished  through  the  open  door  —  Darly's 
doors  were  always  unlocked  or  open.  Darly  rose  to 
watch  them  skimming  down  the  flagstone  walk,  with 
moss  and  tiny  grass  plots  growing  bravely  between  the 
crevices. 

She  threw  back  her  head  with  a  proud,  almost  defiant 
gesture.  Then  she  laughed.  "  Oh  —  Molly,"  she 
said  softly.  She  turned  and  looked  up  at  an  old-fash- 
ioned painting  of  Jack  at  two  and  a  half  years.  It  had 
been  done  in  London  by  a  famous  artist  and  admirer  of 
Sara  Heath's  before  she  had  left  the  stage.  It  was  a 
thoughtful,  sensitive  face,  despite  its  rare  beauty  — 
with  big,  blue  eyes,  a  high  forehead,  and  full,  even  lips. 
The  dark-brown  hair  was  combed  old  style  on  one 
side  and  the  little  velvet  jacket  and  lace  collar  gave  it 
the  appearance  of  a  Van  Dyke.  Strangely,  Darly  felt 
an  odd,  tightening  pain  in  her  throat. 

Something  about  the  picture  brought  memories  of 
the  early  days  in  Lancaster,  of  searching  for  the  right 
sort  of  house ;  days  of  unpacking  the  cherished  belong- 
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ings  and  trying  to  make  them  appear  homelike  in  the 
odd  American  rooms;  the  awkward  task  of  learning 
to  keep  house  and  train  a  suspicious  '*  hired  g^rl  " ;  of 
sweeping  aside  the  desire  for  her  art,  for  the  London 
she  had  loved,  stilling  the  dull  heartache,  fighting  lone- 
liness. There  was  the  merciless  discipline  which  comes 
to  those  who  try  to  live  for  an  ideal ;  the  renunciation 
of  everything  dear  to  her  for  the  sake  of  the  tiny 
Van  Dyke  boy  who  had  rewarded  her  by  looking  at  her 
adoringly  and  saying,  '*  Darly,  we  is  happy  I '' 

A  little  later  Jack  had  discovered  that  the  big,  yellow 
brick  house  at  the  foot  of  the  hill,  Basswood,  harbored 
two  delightful  creatures  named  Paul  and  Natalie,  who 
were  orphans  and  were  watched  over  by  a  maiden  aunt, 
and  who  were  eager  and  willing  to  run  away  and  be 
firemen  in  red  coats  1  Children  often  pave  the  way  for 
their  parents'  associates,  and  Jack,  after  frequent  visits 
to  the  yellow  house,  dragged  his  mother  down  to  meet 
Aunt  Anna  Kail  and  apologize  for  her  son's  impulsive 
advances. 

Miss  Anna  Kail  was  a  serious-minded  woman  who 
had  never  approved  of  her  brother's  marriage  and  still 
less  of  the  fact  that  she  was  left  with  the  care  of  two 
children.  But  she  did  her  duty  conscientiously  and 
took  care  that  every  one  knew  it.  She  had  looked 
upon  Jack  as  an  English  ragamuffin,  an  actress'  son,  an 
upstart,  and  had  been  rather  pointed  about  remarks 
concerning  tracked-in  mud  and  sta^ng  where  one  really 
belonged. 

But  after  Darly,  such  a  pretty,  sad  Darly  then,  ex- 
plained Jack's  loneliness  for  playmates  and  invited 
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Natalie  and  Paul  to  come  and  spend  rainy  afternoons, 
and  had,  in  her  unconsciously  dramatic  fashion,  stated 
briefly  her  reason  for  coming  to  America  and  her 
eagerness  to  bring  up  her  son  as  a  business  man,  never 
as  an  artist  —  Miss  Kail  felt  a  queer  bond  of  sympa- 
thy. Here  was  a  young  and  beautiful  woman,  broken 
hearted  and  alone,  tied  by  the  strong  hands  of  a  child, 
just  as  she  with  all  her  angular,  prosaic  plainness  was 
prevented  from  endless  missionary  conferences  and 
elaborate  embroidery  work  by  the  fact  of  Natalie  and 
Paul  to  watch  over  and  Basswood  to  be  kept  immacu- 
late. 

She  had  softened  by  degrees,  and  by  and  by  the  two 
women  were  talking  like  schoolgirls.  Darly  —  the 
Darly  of  London  fame,  mind  you  —  was  learning  how 
to  take  rust  spots  from  small  linen  suits  and  the  mys- 
teries of  making  India  relish  and  '^  pickle  lily,"  and 
was  accepting  shyly  an  invitation  to  go  to  the  small 
English  church  and  join  the  auxiliary! 

Before  the  call  was  ended,  Miss  Kail,  completely 
charmed  by  Darly,  had  mentioned  that  Dan  Brene,  a 
friend  of  the  Kail  family,  sent  his  little  girl  Molly  to 
Basswood  for  the  summer.  Dan  was  a  busy  tea  and 
coffee  merchant  travelling  around  the  globe  and  un- 
able to  keep  his  child  with  him  since  her  mother  was 
dead.  Molly  spent  the  winters  in  New  York  with  her 
father's  cousins  and  the  summers  with  Paul  and  Nate. 
The  point  of  it  all  was  that  Miss  Kail  had  heard  Mr. 
Brene  speak  of  Darly  and  that  he  had  seen  and  ad- 
mired her  acting. 
•  Darly  answered  very  directly.     "  Yes,  I  know  Dan 
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Brene.  But  now,  I  want  to  know  his  little  girl.  My 
days  for  knowing  any  one  but  children  are  past." 

Miss  Kail  had  given  her  some  plum  cake  when  she 
left  and  promised  to  send  the  children  up  the  follow- 
ing afternoon  for  a  tea  fight.  She  stood  watching 
Darly's  tall,  slender  figure  climb  the  hill,  with  Jack 
trudging  close  beside  her.  Darly  seemed  like  a  crea- 
ture from  another  world.  There  was  a  brilliancy 
which  shone  even  through  her  sadness;  the  suggestion 
of  strange  power  in  her  deep,  English  voice,  which 
seemed  to  caress  each  word  she  spoke. 

Darly  had  gone  home  to  put  Jack  to  bed.  It  had 
changed  from  an  irksome  task  to  a  happy  frolic  with 
Jack  calling,  ^'  Darly,  kiss  me,"  every  other  minute, 
and  hopping  out  of  bed  as  soon  as  she  tucked  him  in  I 

When  he  was  asleep  she  went  down  to  the  drawing- 
room,  replete  with  furnishings  of  her  London  house, 
to  sit  before  the  open  fire.  She  rested  her  daffodil 
head  —  not  faded  then  —  against  the  cushions  of  the 
rosewood  chair  and  let  the  tears  lie  naturally  on  her 
cheeks.  Briefly  there  rose  before  her  every  incident 
of  her  life,  from  the  time  she  travelled  with  her 
parents,  both  performers,  through  Australia  in  pioneer 
theatrical  efforts  to  the  night  of  her  stellar  debut  as 
Juliet,  with  Jack's  father  playing  Romeo  —  a  hand- 
some, selfish  man  who  had  loved  her  as  he  loved  many 
others,  grasping  at  fleeting,  painted  dreams  with 
greedy  fervor. 

She  had  seen  with  the  peaceful  eyes  of  sincerity  only 
an  ideal,  so  she  married  her  Romeo  to  find  the  ideals 
run  between  her  fingers  like  sand.     There  had  been 
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the  long  months  before  Jack  was  born,  and  the  three 
harder,  longer  years  following  when  she  had  tried 
with  the  pathetic  bravery  of  a  disillusioned  woman  to 
keep  her  heart  glad*  and  to  return  to  her  work,  trying 
to  be  all  things  at  one  time  —  an  artist,  a  mother,  a 
forgiving  wife. 

After  the  crisis,  when  the  flaming,  painted  music- 
hall  favorite  left  with  Jack's  father  for  some  French 
watering  resort,  Darly,  with  the  daring  of  a  woman 
who  interpreted  Juliet  differently  from  every  other 
artist  in  the  world,  had  taken  her  belongings  and  said 
good-bye  to  her  friends. 

'*  I  have  divorced  Jack's  father,''  she  told  them 
briefly,  when  they  begged  her  to  stay  in  England  and 
put  Jack  somewhere  to  board  while  she  wore  her  laurel 
wreath.  ''  Jack  and  I  are  going  to  America.  I  fancy 
we'll  never  come  back.  I  can't  act  any  more.  I'm 
going  to  give  the  next  twenty  years  to  Jack  and  see  if 
he  can't  be  the  right  sort.  Staying  here  and  seeing  his 
mother  painted  and  wigged  and  giving  and  taking 
mock  kisses,  having  some  one  point  out  his  father  and 
telling  him  of  this  and  that  —  it  would  warp,  I'm 
afraid.  So  we'll  go  away  —  please  love  me  —  and 
don't  think  it  doesn't  mean  a  wrench  to  leave  you  all." 

Despite  every  entreaty  they  had  gone.  And  as 
Darly  sat  before  the  sulky  fire  that  dull,  fall  evening, 
she  smiled  when  she  realized  that  her  greatest  triumph 
had  not  been  before  a  crowded  London  house  with  the 
royal  box  occupied,  but  before  a  stem,  American 
spinster  w;ho  had  accepted  her,  despite  the  stage  and 
the  divorce  and  the  rumor  that  she  drank  claret  with 
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her  dinner!  She  felt  a  curious  purification,  as  if  her 
husband's  vulgar  intrigues  and  the  tawdriness  of  the 
footlights  had  been  swept  away  and  there  remained 
for  her  the  confining  road  of  the  housewife  —  with 
Jack  as  a  guide. 

It  was  a  more  stupendous  undertaking  to  recite  be- 
fore the  auxiliary  of  the  little  church  than  to  do  a 
scene  from  "  As  You  Like  It "  before  select  audiences 
of  London  players.  Darly  could  remember  even  now 
the  tenseness  of  the  moment  when  she  rose,  young  and 
lovely  and  different,  before  the  crowded  room  of 
sharp-eyed,  plain  women^  sewing  on  clothes  for  the 
Alaskan  Indians.  She  had  begun  simply,  in  an  almost 
timid  voice,  without  gestures  or  even  a  swaying  of  her 
body.  And  when  she  finished  she  knew  from  the  curi- 
ous stillness  in  the  room  that  she  had  won  something 
finer  than  applause.  She  had  won  friends.  Gradu- 
ally, as  a  stray,  bright  strand  weaves  itself,  no  one 
knows  how,  into  the  pattern  of  the  loom,  so  Darly 
grew  into  the  small  town's  life ! 

She  remembered  she  had  thought  of  her  husband, 
that  fall  night,  and  the  brief  weeks  of  happiness  to- 
gether—  and  of  some  one  else  later  —  and  then  she 
had  risen  and  taken  jewelled  cigarette  cases  and  de- 
canters and  some  framed  and  autographed  photo- 
graphs of  men  and  packed  them  away  in  a  locked  box. 
They  were  part  of  an  irrevocable  past.  Jack's  mother 
must  have  nothing  to  do  with  such  things  I 

Jack  had  changed  from  the  shy  baby  into  a  noisy 
American  boy,  and  there  existed  between  Darly  and 
himself  a  comradeship  and  understanding  which  grew 
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out  of  Darly's  answer  to  him  when  he  had  asked  with 
frank  curiosity :     "  Darly,  where  is  my  father  ?  " 

She  had  anticipated  the  question  ever  since  she  left 
London.  There  was  a  relief  following  it,  like  the  joy 
attending  a  successful  operation. 

"  Jack,"  she  said,  kneeling  beside  him  —  Jack  was 
five  — "  your  father  and  I  were  not  happy.  He 
thought  about  things  differently  from  the  way  I  did. 
'So  it  was  not  best  for  us  to  try  to  live  together.  I 
thought  if  a  little  boy  could  only  have  one  parent,  it 
was  better  for  him  to  have  a  mother  instead  of  a 
father.     Don't  you  ?  " 

Jack  nodded  slowly.  A  world  of  reasons  why  it 
was  better  to  have  a  mother  than  a  father  were  slowly 
evolving  through  his  mind.     Boy-like,  he  was  dumb. 

"  So  I  kept  you  and  we  came  away  from  where  — - 
where  father  lived  —  and  he  is  very  happy,  no  doubt, 
and  we  are  very  happy,  too.  And  we  will  never 
bother  thinking  about  it  until  we  are  all  grown  up !  " 

Jack  put  out  one  small  hand  to  touch  Darly's  cheek. 
It  was  wet  with  a  stray  tear.  "  I'll  always  stay  with 
you,  Darly,"  he  promised  thoughtfully,  ^*  because  — 
you  stayed  with  me  I  " 

Darly  crushed  him  in  her  arms.  "  Oh,  Jack,"  she 
said  unevenly,  ^^you  are  everything  in  this  world  to 
mel" 
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NOW,  as  she  stood  watching  the  four  young 
people  frolic  up  the  walk,  she  felt  suddenly 
weary,  as  if  she  had  played  a  monotonously 
hard  part  for  twenty-one  years.  A  wave  of  unrest 
swept  over  her.  She  wanted,  for  the  moment,  to  put 
on  an  old  stage  frock  and  meet  some  of  the  stage  com- 
rades and  rehearse  a  clever  comedy.  She  wanted  to 
be  in  Italy  with  Madame  Vali  and  Claire  Estey  and 
Juan  Duval  and  the  Spanish  opera  singers  she  had 
known  so  well.  She  longed  to  drive  along  the  broad, 
beautiful  avenues  during  a  sunset  and  stop  to  watch 
the  view.  She  wanted  to  rush  into  a  startling  Paris 
frock  and  have  a  scratch  dinner  at  the  hotel,  eating  in 
a  pavilion  with  a  fountain  bubbling  away  and  a  string 
orchestra  playing  Strauss  waltzes.  She  wanted  to  eat 
delicious  iced  things  with  good  wine  and  wear  a 
corsage  of  orchids  centered  with  a  flame  rose,  and 
have  them  say  the  things  they  used  to  say  to  her. 
Then  some  one  would  stand  up  and  sing  and  every  one 
throw  roses  at  the  end  of  the  song,  and,  finally,  she 
wanted  to  drive  home  along  the  white  satiny  road  lit 
by  moonlight  and  listen  to  some  one  tell  her  that  she 
had  made  Rosalind  seem  a  living,  breathing,  flesh-and- 
blood  woman  for  him ! 

She  gave  herself  a  shake.     She  did  not  want  the 
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young  people  to  suspect  her  day  dream,  although  they 
would  crudely  name  it  as  napping  1 

Jack  was  walking  between  Nate  and  Molly.  His 
handsome,  tanned  face  sparkled  with  happiness.  He 
was  tall  and  well  formed,  like  Darly,  with  the  same 
magnetic,  lovable  nature,  and  a  strangely  unsuspected 
spiritual  outlook  on  life. 

Paul,  laden  with  bundles,  was  slightly  behind  them 
—  a  slender,  sunny-faced  lad,  somewhat  like  his  sister 
Nate  in  coloring  but  with  a  gentler  expression  —  a 
contrast  to  Molly's  tempestuous,  gypsy  self  and  Nate's 
broad-shouldered  capability. 

They  waved  their  hands  to  her  and  yodelled  her 
name. 

Darly  laughed.  After  all,  she  was  never  quite  glad 
enough  that  she  had  come.  The  twenty-one  years 
seemed  a  slight  price  to  be  able  to  stand  watching  the 
young  people  and  to  know  they  loved  her  1 

'^  Did  you  have  your  nap?  "  asked  Jack,  kissing  her 
tenderly. 

"  Yes,  dear." 

"  She  did  until  I  waked  her  —  to  help  me  with  my 
veil.  Nate  wasn't  worth  shucks,"  Molly  confessed,  re- 
lieving Paul  of  the  bundles.  "  Are  you  going  to  meet 
Stephanie  and  her  aunt,  Paul  ?  They  come  to-morrow 
at  eight  —  you're  tired,  aren't  you  ?  Darly,  what  do 
you  think  he  did?  He  went  through  the  bungalow 
and  hung  the  pictures  —  wasn't  that  lovely?  I  had 
told  him  where  I  wanted  them  but  we  were  going  to 
wait  until  we  came  home.  Oh,  Darly,  the  house  does 
look  too  adorable  for  words.     If  Nate  can  endure 
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Basswood  after  she  sees  it,  she  has  a  heart  of  stone !  " 

'*  I  am  going  to  meet  the  Moffats,"  said  Jack 
quietly.  "  Paul  will  be  busy  enough.  Well,  Nate 
likes  rambling  old  castles;  she  wouldn't  tuck  into  any 
frilly  house,  would  you,  Nate?  She  just  belongs  in  a 
place  like  Basswood."  He  put  his  hand  on  her  broad 
shoulder  in  understanding  good  fellowship. 

"  Thanks,  old  boy,"  said  Nate  in  her  deep  contralto. 
**F11  manage  to  browse  around." 

"  Darly,"  Paul  interrupted,  "  we  want  you  to  prom- 
ise us  that  we  can  come  for  Sunday  night  suppers  just 
the  same.  And  IVe  the  blue  prints  for  you  for  the 
summer  house  you  wanted  —  sort  of  combination 
heathen  Chinee  pagoda  and  an  American  mission  ef- 
fect." 

"That's  mighty  nice  to  take  time  now."  Darly 
patted  his  sunny  head  fondly.  "  I  wasn't  going  to  say 
anything  about  it  until  you  were  all  settled." 

"  Molly  told  me  I  must."  Paul  glanced  shyly  at 
Molly.  She  seemed  a  radiant,  glorified,  wholly  ethe- 
real creature  to  his  lover's  mind.  The  tempestuous, 
purple-eyed  Molly  of  the  playmate  days  had  tempo- 
rarily vanished. 

"  Don't  you  think  that  Paul  is  the  most  wonderful 
architect  in  the  world?"  demanded  Molly  seriously. 
"  I  do.  I  believe  he  could  improve  Windsor  Castle 
with  a  mere  glance  of  the  eye.     Paul  is  a  genius." 

"Ahem,"  commented  Jack;  "well,  being  a  prosaic 
tan  and  hide  merchant,  I  can't  be  good  authority.  But 
I  do  know  that  Paul  has  a  way  with  his  houses  and 
stuff  that's  different." 
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"  I  asked  Darly,"  corrected  Molly. 

''  After  my  summer-house  plans,  what  slse  can  I 
say?  "  Darly  laughed.  "  However,  it  was  I  who  told 
Paul  not  to  try  to  be  anything  else  but  a  house  planner, 
didn't  I?  Way  back  to  the  time  he  drew  castles  on 
the  leaves  of  his  school  books.  Now,  children ;  atten- 
tion, please  I  There  are  one  or  two  things  I  must  say. 
First,  Molly,  you  are  not  to  be  awake  a  minute  later 
than  ten  o'clock.  Your  cousins  can  come  up  to  see  me 
if  they  like.  Secondly,  Nate,  you  are  not  to  dress 
yourself  to-morrow.  Kindly  help  them  out  of  town. 
Jack,  without  a  rush.  I  depend  on  you  to  tear  down 
all  the  white  ribbons  they  put  on  their  luggage.  I 
haven't  anything  to  tell  you,  Paul,  except  that  you  are 
going  to  be  happy." 

"  That  isn't  fair  —  tell  me  something  special,"  Paul 
insisted. 

"What  shall  it  be  —  the  Three  Bears  or  Goldi- 
locks?" 

"  No,  something  special,  Darly;  you're  like  a  motto 
calendar,"  Paul  demanded. 

Darly  shook  her  head  in  dismay.  "  Give  me  a 
text,"  she  begged. 

Jack  spoke  up  suddenly,  his  eyes  visionary. 
"  Darly,  what  is  life,  anyhow?  " 

She  looked  at  him  tenderly.  "  Life  ?  Children, 
life  is  a  paradise  auction  —  with  every  one  of  us  bid- 
ding for  happiness  at  any  cost.  We  each  strive  to  bid 
the  highest,  the  fastest,  and  the  cheapest,  and  some  of 
us  cheat  if  we  can.  Sometimes  we  bid  and  win  false 
wares,  but  we  all  want  to  buy  paradise,  not  earn  it  1  " 
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« 

"  Shouldn't  we  bid,  Darly,  at  this  paradise  auc- 
tion? "  Paul  asked  slowly. 

"  Ah,  you  can't  help  yourself  —  it's  a  law  of  rhythm 
—  it's  life.  You  find  yourself  bidding,  whether  or  no. 
You  bid  when  you  asked  Molly  to  marry  you." 

Molly  looked  at  him.  "  I'm  of  the  most  impor- 
tance I  ever  was  in  my  life,"  she  announced.  Then  a 
wave  of  frivolity  swept  over  her.  "  We  aren't  going 
to  have  any  formal  prenuptial  dinner  or  rehearsal," — 
she  danced  about  like  a  dainty  pink  carnation.  ''  Oh, 
Darly,  I  love  my  house  dresses!  Did  you  see  the 
green  one  with  white  hemstitched  collars  and  cuffs? 
We  went  over  to  All  Saints'  this  morning  and  just 
walked  through  the  ceremony  —  and  father's  cousins 
sent  me  three  silky  Persian  rugs  and  a  silver  tea  serv- 
ice. I  can  forgive  them  anything  now.  Did  you 
know,"  she  rattled  on,  ^^  that  Nate  Kail  actually 
sneaked  in  her  present  without  my  knowing  it  ?  " 

"  What  is  it?  "  asked  Darly,  trying  to  appear  inno- 
cent. 

"  Aunt  Anna  Kail's  mahogany  writing  desk  all  re- 
finished."  Molly's  purple  eyes  were  misty.  "  Oh, 
Darly  —  every  one  is  so  good  to  me  1  " 

"  Nonsense,"  said  Nate  roughly;  "  every  one  is  glad 
you  two  will  stop  that  everlasting  love-making.  It's 
been  a  whale  of  a  time  all  winter.  Jolly  glad  to-mor- 
row finishes  it.  Oh,  Jack,  want  to  tramp  through  the 
fern  woods  in  the  late  afternoon  to-morrow?  Got  a 
bully  compass  and  we  can't  get  lost  again." 

"Maybe  we'll  be  —  busy,"  Jack  evaded.  "Arc 
the  guests  going  to  stay  on?  " 
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'^  I  don't  know  or  care.  All  I  know  is  I  am  going 
to  be  married  at  high  noon  to  Paul.  You  can  all  stay 
and  make  yourselves  as  sick  as  you  wish  with  chicken 
salad  and  champagne.  Paul  and  I  will  be  at  Fall 
River  Inn  rusticating  1  " 

"Did  Darly  fix  your  veil  for  you?"  asked  Paul 
suddenly. 

Molly  nodded.  "  A  beautiful  one  —  almost  like  a 
nun's." 

"  Hate  veils,"  blurted  out  Nate.  "  I'd  want  a  pan- 
ama  hat  instead." 

"  Nate  is  going  to  be  my  sister  now,"  said  Jack. 

Nate's  brownish  cheeks  flushed  unheeded  by  the 
others.  She  had  always  given  a  blind,  loyal  adoration 
to  Jack,  from  the  time  he  first  came  to  Basswood  un* 
welcomed  until  now,  as  he  stood  beside  his  mother,  a 
six-footed  specimen  in  immaculate  white  flannels. 
Jack  was  entirely  unconscious  of  the  fact.  He  liked 
Nate  as  he  did  Paul.  She  was  a  good  fellow  and  a 
rare  pal,  and  he  fished  and  tramped  and  rode  with  her 
accordingly,  never  even  thinking  to  help  her  over 
rough  places  or  to  divide  his  umbrella.  Somehow 
none  of  them  thought  of  Nate  as  the  sort  of  girl  one 
would  ever  fall  in  love  with. 

"  She'll  make  a  cracking  old  maid  auntie  for 
nephews,"  he  told  his  mother  one  day.  "  She'll  buy 
'em  kites  and  things  they  can  really  play  with.  But 
Nate  would  be  awfully  riled  if  any  one  tried  to  get 
sentimental." 

Meantime  Nate,  in  her  blunt,  uncharming  manner, 
tried  to  push  aside  the  love  for  her  old  playfellow,  and 
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blundered  on — ^a  self-conscious,  odd,  masculine  girl- 
woman. 

"  Come  on  and  help  with  the  wedding-cake  boxes," 
said  Nate,  to  break  a  pause.  "  There's  plenty  to 
dol" 

"  It's  going  to  be  a  peach  of  a  day,"  Paul  decided, 
looking  up  at  the  sky.  '^  I  wish  we  were  going  to  be 
married  in  Darly's  garden  instead  of  church."  He 
glanced  at  the  old-fashioned  beds  of  forget-me-nots 
and  flags,  Madonna  lilies,  pinks  and  phlox,  bachelor 
buttons,  yellow  tea  roses  and  wee,  pink,  climbing  ones 
with  baby  faces,  ferns  and  morning-glories,  sweet  peas 
and  hollyhocks  —  a  flaming,  brilliant  array  of  color. 

''  Well,  Stephanie  Moffat  would  be  sure  to  spot  a 
toad  in  the  middle  of  the  ceremony  and  faint,"  said 
Molly,  "  so  it's  just  as  well  —  seeing  she's  coming." 

"  Shall  we  go  down  to  the  house  and  start  at  the 
wedding  cake?  "  asked  Jack  coldly. 

"  I  want  to  see  Molly  a  minute,"  Darly  intervened; 
"  she'll  be  along." 

The  trio  went  down  the  winding  green  path  to  Bass- 
wood,  while  Molly  followed  Darly  upstairs  into  her 
bedroom. 

"  You  haven't  asked  me  what  I  am  going  to  give," 
said  Darly. 

"  You've  given  me  so  many  things,"  Molly  pro- 
tested. Suddenly  and  without  warning,  she  began  to 
cry  like  a  tired  child.  "  Darly,  it  does  hurt  a  little  — 
to  be  all  alone.  The  cousins  never  were  close,  you 
know  —  and  it  is  going  to  be  so  good  to  really  belong 
to  some  one." 


24  PARADISE  AUCTION 

Darly  was  silent.  Like  Molly,  she  was  thinking  of 
Dan  Brene,  who  had  died  suddenly,  years  ago,  during 
a  trip  to  India.     "  Yes,  Molly,  I  do  know." 

She  went  over  to  her  chest  of  satinwood  drawers  and 
drew  out  a  box.  "  There  —  it's  a  funny  old  gift  be- 
side the  oriental  rugs  and  silver  teapots.  But  you'll 
like  them.     Please  wear  them  to-morrow." 

Molly  opened  the  worn  leather  case.  A  thick, 
beautifully  matched  rope  of  pearls  with  a  quaint- 
chased  clasp  of  pale  gold  lay  on  yellowed  satin. 

"  No,  Darly,  they're  too  wonderful  —  you  can't 
give  them  away  —  really,  you  ought  to  save  them  for 
Jack's  wife." 

Darly  caught  her  underlip.  "  They  must  be  yours, 
Molly  —  please  wear  them." 

Unlike  her  usual  vivacious  self,  Molly  did  not  put 
them,  on  and  dance  to  the  nearest  glass.  She  fondled 
them  carefully.  *'  You  don't  know  all  that  it  means 
to  me." 

"  I  am  glad  if  you  like  them." 

Molly  caught  her  arm.  "  Darly,  you  make  me 
afraid  —  you  seem  to  understand  such  lots  that  other 
people  never  even  knew  about.  I  feel  like  a  frivolous 
butterfly  person  —  but  I'm  not,  truly  not,  Darly.  If 
you  only  knew  how  I  loved  Paul  and  wanted  to  be  for 
him  all  things  best.  If  you  know  how  it  hurt  some- 
times to  be  so  alone.  And  for  queer,  quivery  minutes, 
marriage  seems  a  stupendous  uncertainty  and  I  am 
almost  afraid.  Tell  me  something,  Darly,  that  will 
steady  and  help.     I  feel  so  close  to  you  —  so  awfully 
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close."     She  laid  aside  the  case  and  put  her  arms 
around  Darly's  waist. 

"  Molly,"  she  said  in  her  pretty  English  voice, 
"  you're  like  so  many  of  us  women  —  we  think  that 
marriage  brings  a  vague,  rose-colored  state  of  exist- 
ence; a  permanent,  sublime  joy  and  perfection.  But 
It  doesn't  —  not  even  a  very  happy,  wise  marriage.  If 
it  did  we  would  be  luxurious  mongrels.  Service  should 
be  the  keynote  to  all  achievement,  and  thoroughbreds 
the  result.  Remember,  Molly,  you  and  Paul  will  not 
change  after  to-morrow.  You  will  still  be  Molly 
Brene  Kail  and  Paul  will  be  Paul  Danforth  Kail,  and 
you  will  each  have  your  moods  and  differences  just  the 
same.  Marriage  is  for  the  betterment  of  the  race, 
not  personal  pleasure,  and  there  must  be  equal  shares 
in  the  hill-climbing.  Oh,  Molly,  it  seems  to  me  I  want 
to  hold  you  close  in  your  little  pink  frock  and  keep  you 
from  growing  up.  That's  silly  and  I  don't  mean  it  — 
but  you  are  so  very  young  and  so  filled  with  hope. 
But,  then,  you're  too  young  ever  to  faill  Remember 
that  marriage  is  a  crucible,  not  a  carnival,  Molly  — 
and  always  come  to  me  and  tell  me  things  if  you  wish. 
Remember  you  can  always  tell  me  —  anything." 
Darly  bent  her  faded,  charming  head  to  the  eager, 
blue-black  one.  She  kissed  her  on  the  forehead.  ^^  I 
love  you,  Molly  Brene,"  she  said  —  and  there  were 
strange  tears  in  the  gray  eyes ! 


CHAPTER  III 

HERE,"  said  Darly,  *'  now  go  look  at  your- 
self —  you'U  rival  MoUy  1  " 

Nate  moved  over  in  front  of  the  mirror. 
^'  I  guess  so,"  she  said  gloomily,  ^*  but  I  feel  all  hands 
and  feet.  I  don't  dress  up  like  Molly  does.  You 
have  taken  such  a  lot  of  pains  with  me  —  and  I  know 
m  be  all  to  bits  before  we  get  to  the  church." 

"You're  to  sit  down  there  and  not  move,"  com- 
manded Darly,  looking  proudly  at  the  tall,  broad- 
shouldered  girl  in  her  frock  of  sheer,  ivory  organdie 
with  a  huge  silver  sash.  "  Has  Jack  brought  you  your 
flowers?  " 

*'  No,  he's  to  come  for  us  as  soon  as  he's  finished 
everything  down  at  Basswood.  It's  an  awful  jam, 
Darly  —  all  the  cousins  talking  to  Molly  about  every- 
thing and  insisting  on  inspecting  the  bungalow,  and 
Stephanie  Moffat  and  her  aunt  driving  her  mad  with 
their  questions,  and  the  entire  town  is  planted  outside 
the  church  1  The  caterer  says  he  can't  get  any  fresh 
lobster" — Nate  shook  her  brown  head  in  despair. 
"  This  getting  married  is  a  hero's  life  work.  I  feel 
as  if  I  wanted  to  jump  into  my  middy  blouse  and  serge 
skirt  and  go  dig  in  the  garden." 

"  You're  to  sit  still,"  mumbled  Darly,  intent  on  her 
own  adornment.     "  I  think  Molly  is  over  tired  —  she 
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was  up  80  late.  Well,  it's  half-past  eleven  now  —  is 
that  Jack  with  our  taxi?     Look,  dear." 

Nate  jumped  up  and  ran  downstairs.  Jack,  climb- 
ing out  with  a  huge  bouquet  of  blush  roses,  waved  a 
hullo. 

"  Is  Darly  ready?  "  he  asked.  Jack  was  gotten  up 
in  wedding  toggery  as  if  he  were  the  bridegroom. 
His  morning  suit  of  fine  black  serge  and  pleated  silk 
shirt  with  a  wing  collar  suited  him  well.  But  there 
was  an  excited,  strained  look  in  his  eyes. 

"  Yes  —  almost.  How's  Molly  ?  —  has  Paul  prom- 
ised to  omit  the  word  obey?  —  thanks,  Jack,  they're 
awfully  nice," — Nate  buried  her  nose  in  them  reck- 
lessly. 

"Get  your  cloak  and  climb  in,"  he  said;  "I'll  go 
upstairs  —  I  want  to  see  Darly." 

"  Not  going  to  wear  any,"  said  Nate,  carelessly  sit- 
ting down  without  a  thought  as  to  her  ruffles.  "  I 
say,  Jack,  how  do  I  look?  Your  mother  took 
a  lot  of  pains."  The  brown  eyes  looked  at  him 
wistfully. 

"  Great," — ^he  hardly  glanced  at  her.  "  I'll  be  back 
in  a  minute."  He  bounded  up  the  stairs  two  at  a  time, 
despite  his  new  patent-leather  pumps. 

"  Hullo,  Darly,"  he  called  in  his  rollicking  bass. 

"  Hullo,  boy,"  she  answered,  appearing  in  the  door- 
way, radiant  and  happy  in  a  silk  frock  of  glowing, 
changing  shades  like  a  pigeon's  throat,  and  a  square 
black  hat,  smartly  aigretted,  set  atilt  on  her  blonde, 
curly  head.  She  wore  her  rings  to  please  Molly, 
handsome  old  settings  with  beautifully  cut  stones,  and 
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across  her  arm  was  a  quaint,  padded  coat  of  mauve 
satin  trimmed  with  ermine. 

Jack  whistled.  "  Darly,  you're  a  picture/'  he  said; 
"  can  I  kiss  you  if  I  promise  not  even  to  make  the 
face  powder  nervous  ?  " 

Darly  was  pulling  on  her  gloves.  "  Come  here, 
Jack,"  she  said;  "doesn't  it  seem  odd  —  that  little 
Molly  and  Paul  are  to  be  married?  " 

Jack  nodded.  "  Darly,"  he  said,  looking  down  at 
the  floor,  "  don't  you  think  it's  a  splendid  thing  for  a 
fellow  to  marry  and  settle  down?  " 

"  Of  course  —  if  he  marries  the  right  person." 
For  some  reason  Darly  felt  her  head  begin  to  throb. 

Jack  did  not  look  up  at  her.  "  Darly,"  he  began 
again,  "  there's  a  school  friend  of  Molly's  that  has 
come  to  the  wedding.  Her  name  is  Stephanie  Moffat. 
I've  known  her  several  months  through  Molly  and 
Nate.  She  has  promised  to  marry  me  —  and  I'm 
awfully  happy.  That  was  why  Stephanie  almost  in- 
vited herself  to  the  wedding.  Because  I  didn't  want 
to  keep  it  a  secret  any  longer  and  Stephanie  is  shy  — 
not  like  Molly  —  and  she  wouldn't  let  me  tell  any  one 
before  to-day.  Darly,  I  want  you  to  love  her  —  she's 
the  most  wonderful  girl  in  the  world !  " 

Darly  finished  buttoning  her  gloves.  She  managed 
to  ask  quietly,  "  How  long  have  you  been  engaged  ?  " 

"  For  six  months  —  but  Stephanie  simply  wouldn't 
let  me  tell  —  she  didn't  know  you,  and  of  course  it  — 
it  really  is  Stephanie  who  should  be  suited  about  the 
announcement.  I  wanted  to  tell  you,  Darly  —  hon- 
estly, I  did  —  I've  always  told  you  everything  first." 
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"  Yes  —  always,"  said  Darly  in  the  same  quiet 
voice.  It  seemed  to  her  it  would  be  a  long,  hard  time 
before  she  would  be  allowed  to  come  back  to  this  room 
alone  to  try  to  realize  the  great  change  in  store  for 
her. 

**  And  I  always  will  —  except  just  this  one  thing. 
Because  Stephanie  was  afraid  you  would  not  like  it. 
Darly,  you're  not  crying,  are  you?  "  Jack  put  his  arm 
around  her  tenderly.  "  Oh,  you'll  love  Stephanie ; 
you  can't  help  it.  I  loved  her  the  first  time  I  ever  saw 
her  —  she's  wonderful." 

"  I  am  glad  you  are  so  happy,  Jack  —  there's  the 
horn  sounding  again  —  it  must  be  late."  She  passed 
down  ahead  of  him  quickly. 

Jack  sat  between  them  in  the  machine,  chatting 
irrelevantly  about  the  wedding.  Nate,  forgetful  of 
her  gloves,  also  listened  eagerly.  She  did  not  notice 
Darly's  silence. 

The  gray  chapel  was  crowded  when  they  drew  up 
before  the  side  door.  Standing  shyly  in  her  white 
satin  and  lace  veil  was  Molly,  holding  tightly  to  the 
bridal  corsage.  Paul  was  beside  her,  smiling  and 
eager,  whispering  little  lovery  things  to  keep  her 
smiling. 

She  came  forward  when  she  saw  Darly.  "  I'm  so 
glad  you've  come,"  she  said.  "  Darly,  I'm  cold  — 
just  as  cold  as  I  can  be." 

**  You're  over  tired,"  Darly  said. 

'^  She'll  be  all  right  as  soon  as  the  blooming  cere- 
mony is  over.  It's  awful  to  have  to  march  up  that 
aisle  with  all  those  people  and  the  organ  rolling  away. 
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But  Nate'll  go  first  as  steady  as  a  post  and  Jack  and 
I  will  be  waiting — " 

**  Nate  hasn't  any  gloves,"  said  Jack.  "  Did  you 
forget  them?" 

Nate  looked  at  her  tanned  arms  in  dismay. 
"Honor  bright,  I  never  gave  'em  a  thought,  Jack. 
Are  you  ashamed  of  me?  What  shall  I  do?  My 
hands  are  bigger  than  any  one's  else  so  I  can't  borrow 
a  pair." 

"  Never  mind,  no  one  will  notice,"  Molly  inter- 
rupted. "  They'll  all  be  staring  at  Stephanie  Moffat's 
dress  —  of  all  the  — " 

"  I  think,  Jack,  it  is  only  fair  to  tell  the  children," 
Darly  interposed. 

"  Now?  "  said  Jack,  hesitating,  his  handsome  brows 
knit  in  a  scowl  directed  Molly-ward. 

Darly  nodded.  She  was  wondering  if  she  looked 
pale. 

"  Stephanie  and  I  are  engaged,"  said  Jack  briefly. 
"  It  has  been  a  secret  from  every  one  and  that  is  why 
she  came  to  the  wedding,  Molly,  because  she  wanted 
to  announce  it  to  Darly  and  all  of  you  I  I  hope  you'll 
be  nice  to  her  even  if  you  think  her  gown  is  queer,"  he 
finished  a  trifle  bitterly. 

The  prelude  to  the  Lohengrin  began  very  softly. 
No  one  spoke.  Finally  Paul  said,  "  Congratulations, 
old  boy  —  we  better  get  on  up  to  the  chancel.  Good- 
bye, dearest  —  for  a  very  little  minute." 

"  I'll  stay  with  Molly  if  you  like,"  proposed  Darly. 

"  No,  please  go  in.  Your  seat  is  beside  Stephanie 
and  her  aunt  —  I  understand  why  Jack  placed  you  so 
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—  Nate,  are  you  all  right  ?  —  the  music  makes  me  want 
to  cry,  so  does  the  smell  of  the  roses.  Oh,  Darly,  I'm 
afraid  Jack's  feelings  are  hurt.  Fm  glad  —  he's 
happy.     But  it's  such  a  surprise  —  such  a — " 

Nate  was  very  still.  There  was  a  look  in  the  brown 
eyes,  something  like  that  of  a  trapped  animal's.  Darly 
gently  pushed  Nate  ahead  and  then  slipped  up  the  aisle, 
unconscious  of  the  glances  which  followed  her.  The 
prelude  had  swelled  into  the  theme.  She  nodded 
brightly  as  the  usher  unlooped  the  white  satin  bow 
from  the  front  pew  and  let  her  enter,  looking  with  dull 
interest  at  a  slender,  pale  girl  sitting  complacently  be- 
side a  white-haired  dowager  resplendent  in  violet  satin 
and  a  dashing  black  velvet  hat. 

Darly  tried  to  smile.  Stephanie  nodded  shyly. 
She  had  very  pale,  yellow-white  hair,  and  large,  attrac- 
tive green  eyes.  Her  features  were  small  and  pinched. 
She  was  dressed  in  a  marvel  of  foamy  sea-gull  chiffon, 
with  bands  of  mink,  and  she  carried  a  white-enameled 
walking  stick  set  with  sham  emeralds.  A  chic  gold 
bonnet  rested  on  top  of  the  fluffy  pale  hair  like  a  crown. 
Every  detail  was  the  extreme  of  stylish  propriety. 
The  strong  odor  of  perfume  wafted  out  from  the  folds 
of  the  filmy  dress.  She  lifted  her  smartly  gloved 
hands  and  readjusted  her  necklace  of  seed  pearls. 
Then  she  drew  out  a  lace  handkerchief  and  flecked  her 
cheek.  But  she  did  not  speak.  Neither  did  Darly. 
The  altar  and  prayer  desk  of  roses  seemed  a  blur.  So 
did  the  smiling,  nodding  pews  of  guests.  So  did  the 
figures  of  the  old  rector  waiting  with  the  two  boys  for 
Molly.     The  music  seemed  to  roar  and  thunder  in  her 
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ears.  She  turned  her  head  almost  indi£ferently  to 
watch  Nate  stride  up  the  aisle,  gloveless,  the  brown 
hair  rumpled  despite  her  care  and  her  face  white  and 
set. 

Then  came  Molly,  a  dainty  bit  of  girlhood  in  satin 
and  cream  lace  with  the  blue-black  hair  glistening  from 
under  the  folds  of  the  veil.  Darly  knew  that  Paul 
came  down  to  stand  beside  her,  while  Nate  and  Jack 
jostled  together  rather  formally,  and  the  organ  died 
into  a  sobby  tremolo  while  the  rector  said  slowly : 

"  Friends,  we  are  gathered  here  together  — ^" 

Something  within  Darly  seemed  to  die  —  perhaps  it 
was  the  glowing  lamp  of  courage  she  had  kept  trimmed 
and  burning  for  twenty-one  years  I  She  tried  to  tell 
herself  with  the  monotony  of  a  clock  tick  over  and  over  i 

"  You  must  be  glad  for  Jack  —  you  must  love  this 
girl  —  you  must  not  feel  slighted  —  it  is  the  way  of  all 
the  world  —  the  way  of  all  the  world  I  Your  useful- 
ness is  ended  —  the  old  must  serve  the  new  —  the  old 
must  serve  the  new  — " 

Molly  was  saying  surprisingly  dear,  "  I,  Molly,  take 
thee,  Paul  — " 

Darly  turned  again  to  look  at  Stephanie,  intent  on 
the  scene,  her  tiny,  doll  features  without  a  ripple  of 
emotion,  and  the  large,  green  eyes  staring  at  Molly 
with  calm  curiosity. 

They  had  knelt  now  for  the  blessing,  and  Darly  saw 
Jack's  eyes  wander  in  the  direction  of  Stephanie  —  not 
herself,  as  she  had  thought  —  and  that  he  smiled,  a 
new,  strange  smile.  They  were  each  thinking  of  them- 
selves in  Paul's  and  Molly's  places. 
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Darly's  heart  tightened  with  sudden  pain.  She 
knew  that  she  must  come  and  stand  by  and  watch  her 
son  take  this  strange,  cold,  green-eyed  girl  and  promise 
all  that  Paul  had  promised.  And  for  the  first  time  in 
twenty-one  years  Darly  wished  that  her  child  had  been 
a  daughter! 

The  Mendelssohn  jarred  her  thoughts.  They  were 
smiling  now — Molly  a  bit  tearfully  —  and  walking 
down  the  church  aisle  into  the  waiting  taxicab,  while 
Nate  and  Jack  followed,  Nate  completely  out  of  step. 
Stephanie  smiled  quietly  as  they  passed. 

Darly  turned.  "  I  think  we  follow  now,"  she 
said. 

"  Oh,  how  lovely  —  come,  Auntie ;  Jack's  mother 
says  we  go  next," — Stephanie  crowded  up  to  her. 
**  This  is  my  aunt  Reba  —  Mrs.  Heath  — " 

Aunt  Reba  nodded  patronizingly.  "  We  better  wait 
until  weVe  outside  to  talk,"  she  advised. 

Darly  was  pushing  herself  down  the  aisle,  greeting 
the  guests.  She  found  herself  in  a  cab  with  Molly's 
cousins,  separated  from  the  Mo£Fats.  And  she  kept 
saying  yes  and  no  to  their  comments  until  they  reached 
Basswood,  where  she  was  left  alone  for  a  moment  to 
collect  herself. 

Jack  came  up  to  her  promptly.  "  Isn't  Stephanie 
lovely?  "  he  asked. 

"  I  have  hardly  seen  her,"  Darly  answered,  "  but 
she  wears  her  clothes  extremely  well." 

"Wait  until  you  do  know  her,"  he  insisted;  "I'm 
glad  the  blamed  shooting  match  is  over.  Nate 
couldn't  keep  step  at  all  —  she  oughtn't  to  have  tried 
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the  part.  Stay  here,  Darly;  I'm  going  to  bring  Steph- 
anie to  you." 

Darly  sat  down  meekly  while  the  crowds  went  by 
her  into  the  marquee.  She  realized  that  she  was  con- 
sidered *'  oldish "  and  that  she  must  begin  to  take 
kindly  to  fireplaces  and  corners  1  The  old  Japanese 
proverb  flitted  through  her  mind,  "  When  a  woman  is 
young  she  obeys  her  husband;  when  she  is  old,  she 
obeys  her  children  1  " 

Presently  Jack  came  back  with  Stephanie. 

"  Now,  then,  here  are  my  two  girls,"  he  said  whole- 
heartedly. ''  Mother,  tell  Stephanie  that  you  are  glad. 
Stephanie,  this  is  my  Darly." 

Darly  did  not  hesitate.  She  graciously  kissed  the 
offered  cheek.  *'  I  am  glad  to  know  and  welcome  you, 
my  dear  —  we  shall  have  a  real  visit  after  the  crush 
is  over." 

"  Oh,  Mrs.  Heath,  I  hope  you  aren't  angry  because 
I  wouldn't  let  Jack  tell  you  —  it  seemed  to  me  to  be 
the  best  way.  I  was  in  New  York  and  Jack  here  and 
so  many  things  could  have  happened,"  began  Stephanie. 
She  had  a  thin,  sweet  voice.  "  And  then,  when  I  really 
decided  to  marry  Jack,  I  thought  Molly's  wedding 
would  be  the  time  to  tell  every  one  —  Aunt  Reba 
thought  so  too." 

"Oh,  Aunt  Reba  knew?" 

"  Yes,  of  course  —  she's  the  same  as  Stephanie's 
mother,"  Jack  added. 

"  When  are  you  going  home,  Stephanie?  " 

"  We  are  going  on  to-day  to  visit  relatives  and  then 
I'm  coming  back  to  plan.     I  don't  believe  in  long  en- 
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gagements,  do  you,  Mrs.  Heath  ?  I  told  Jack  so,  and 
he  said  he  didn't  either.  We  are  to  be  married  in 
August." 

"  I  see."  Darly  felt  as  if  everything  was  far  away 
and  indistinct. 

"  Get  me  some  water,  Jack,"  ordered  Stephanie. 
"  I've  a  headache." 

Jack  vanished. 

"Won't  you  sit  down,  my  dear?"  asked  Darly. 
**  You  must  be  tired." 

"  I  am.  I  don't  want  a  large  wedding.  Of  course 
we'll  be  married  in  New  York  where  all  my  friends  are 
—  I  hope  you'll  come." 

"  I  shall  certainly  try  to,"  Darly  heard  herself  an- 
swering. 

"  I  want  you  to  like  me,"  continued  Stephanie,  like 
a  well-regulated  automaton.  "  I  think  Jack  and  I  will 
be  very  happy,  Jack  is  awfully  nice.  He's  been  dear 
to  me.  My  aunt  thinks  he  is  clever*  Every  time  he 
came  to  New  York  for  his  firm  he  did  the  loveliest 
things  for  us.  We  saw  all  the  best  shows  and  he  al- 
ways sent  Aunt  Reba  flowers,  too.  I  like  that  in  a 
man,  don't  you  ?  " 

"  Yes,  it  is  very  nice." 

"  Jack  has  told  me  so  much  about  you,'*  went  on 
Stephanie,  as  if  the  speech  were  obliged  to  be  com- 
pleted. **  He  said  you  were  an  actress  —  when  you 
were  young.     That's  interesting." 

"Thank  you,"  Darly  replied  aimlessly;  "shall  we 
go  into  the  marquee  ?    Jack  seems  to  be  lost." 

"  Oh,  he'll  find  me,  I  guess,"  Stephanie  laughed. 
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"  He's  always  looking  for  mc.  Mrs.  Heath,  are  there 
any  nice  flats  in  Lancaster?  " 

"  Nearly  every  one  lives  in  a  house,  but  there  are 
some.  Jack  has  always  been  used  to  a  house  —  he 
takes  up  a  great  deal  of  room." 

"  I  won't  live  in  a  whole  house ;  it's  too  hard,  and 
I'm  not  used  to  stairs.  Aunt  Reba  hates  them,  too. 
Jack  said  he  would  iind  some  place  for  us.  Now 
Molly  liked  a  bungalow,  didn't  she?  " 

"  Yes." 

''  She's  such  an  old-fashioned  little  thing.  Didn't 
Natalie  Kail  look  horrid?  She's  a  tomboy.  When 
we  were  at  school  together  she  used  to  get  the  most 
marks  of  any  one  for  not  having  her  clothes  tidy." 

"Did  she?     Here  is  Jack." 

Jack,  jostling  through  the  crowd  with  a  tumbler  of 
water,  halted  beside  them.  "  I  want  Stephanie  to  stay 
over  so  you  can  get  acquainted,"  he  began,  "  but  her 
aunt  thinks  not.  So  she  is  coming  back  soon  and  we'll 
plan  out  everything.  Darly,  we  better  get  our  places 
at  the  tables  — " 

"I  can't  eat  at  the  bridal  table,"  said  Stephanie 
pointedly. 

"  Well  —  let's  see  —  I  suppose  I'll  have  to,  being 
best  man  —  maybe  you  and  Darly  and  your  aunt  can 
be  near  us." 

"  Can't  you  excuse  yourself  after  the  toasts  and 
come  back?"  begged  Stephanie,  touching  his  sleeve 
with  her  iinger  tips. 

Darly  winced. 

"  Perhaps.     Anyhow  I'll  settle  you  first  and  then 
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go  and  do  my  duty.  Molly's  hysterical;  she's  so  glad 
it  is  finished." 

Darly  found  herself  sitting  between  Aunt  Reba  and 
Stephanie,  trying  to  eat  and  wishing  that  Jack  would 
join  them.  But  he  did.  And  she  rose,  after  a  proper 
interval,  to  take  his  vacant  place  at  the  bridal  table, 
wondering  if  the  youngsters  saw  in  her  face  the  suffer- 
ing. Molly,  flushed  and  excited,  tried  to  smooth  over 
her  remarks  about  Stephanie,  and  Paul  began  figuring 
out  why  Jack  had  waxed  so  eloquent  on  the  subject  of 
marriage,  why  he  had  eagerly  priced  furniture  and 
shown  none  of  the  customary  bachelor  pity  when  the 
subject  of  domesticity  had  been  brought  to  his  atten- 
tion.    Nate  was  silent. 

Then  Darly  helped  Molly  into  her  going-away  frock 
of  trim  blue  serge  and  stood  waving  her  hands  to  them 
as  they  drove  off  in  a  taxi,  ribbon  trimmed,  despite 
Jack's  efforts,  with  the  trunks  piled  jauntily  on  the 
driver's  seat. 

"  Well,"  said  Aunt  Reba  complacently,  "  that  is 
ended  1  A  boy  is  really  off  your  hands  when  he  is  mar- 
ried. But  a  girl  never  is.  Don't  you  find  Lancaster 
rather  dull,  Mrs.  Heath?  It  seems  to  me  I  can  never 
live  here." 

"  Oh,  are  you  coming  with  Stephanie?  " 

"  Yes,  Jack  insisted  on  it.  He  knew  she  would  be 
lonesome  all  day  in  a  strange  place.  I  ^n  go  back 
for  visits  of  course  —  I  am  very  fond  of  society;  so 
is  Stephanie.  I'm  sure  I  don't  know  whether  it  is  wise 
or  not  for  her  to  settle  down."  Aunt  Reba  shook  her 
white  head  majestically.     ''  You  know,  Mrs.  Heath, 
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when  a  girl  has  had  her  own  way  for  the  best  part  of 
her  life  and  has  done  nothing  but  enjoy  herself,  it 
seems  hard  to  marry  a  poor  man  and  do  his 
cooking." 

Darly  turned  her  head  away. 

**  Jack  is  a  dear  boy,"  continued  Aunt  Reba  with  her 
unpleasant  candor,  '^  and  very  good  looking  and  polite 
—  I'm  sure  you've  brought  him  up  beautifully,  Mrs. 
Heath.  I  think  he'll  go  ahead  —  especially  now  that 
he  has  an  incentive." 

"Oh,  don't  you  want  to  sit  down?"  asked  Darly. 
"  Really,  I've  got  to  talk  to  some  of  these  people  — 
perhaps  I  won't  see  you  before  your  train  goes  —  but 
you  are  coming  back  with  Stephanie  and  then  we  can 
visit." 

"  I'm  tired,"  Aunt  Reba  admitted.  "  I  suppose 
Stephanie  and  Jack  are  off  some  place  —  they're  like 
babes  in  the  woods.  The  boy  is  infatuated.  I  think 
he  has  never  been  in  love  before,"  — her  bright,  small 
eyes  were  looking  eagerly  at  Darly's  rings. 

"  Jack  has  had  no  serious  love  affair,"  his  mother 
answered  stiffly. 

**  Stephanie  has  —  she  could  have  married  when  she 
was  seventeen.  She  has  the  knack  of  making  men 
adore  her.  She  isn't  a  beauty,  but  she  has  style,  and 
she  simply  won't  give  an  inch  in  her  decisions.  I 
never  knew  any  one  as  stubborn.  Men  like  that  — 
she  makes  slaves  of  them.  When  she  was  twenty,  she 
almost  married  a  man  a  great  deal  older  than  herself ; 
he  was  a  millionaire.  But  he  died.  She  didn't  love 
him,  but  it  was  a  brilliant  chance.     I  always  thought 
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Stephanie  would  marry  some  one  who  could  give  her 
position.  She  is  so  ambitious.  Of  course,  just  now, 
she  thinks  Jack  has  the  future  of  an  earl," — Aunt 
Reba  gave  an  unpleasant,  cackling  laugh  — '^  but  that's 
because  theyVe  in  love.  Your  son  has  been  with  the 
tan  and  hide  company  some  time?  " 

"  Yes." 

"  Well,  it  doesn't  smell  very  nice  but  as  long  as  he 
can  make  a  lot  of  money,  it  doesn't  much  matter  what 
it  is.  You  have  to  have  money  these  days  if  you  ex- 
pect to  proceed.  Our  family  have  had  reverses  —  it 
has  been  very  hard  for  Stephanie  because  her  father 
was  a  rich  man  who  gambled  his  estate  away.  I  have 
taken  care  of  Stephanie  ever  since  she  was  seven.  And 
she  does  do  me  credit.  She  makes  nearly  all  her  own 
clothes  and  you  can't  tell  them  from  the  Fifth  Avenue 
shops'.  A  New  Yorker  can  certainly  do  more  with 
less  money  than  any  one.     I  hope  that  — " 

Stephanie  came  up  to  them  just  then.  She  was  as 
immaculate  in  appearance  as  if  she  had  been  a  wax 
manikin  exhibiting  a  rare  frock.  Not  a  hair  was  dis- 
arranged, not  a  fold  of  her  gown  awry.  Her  face  had 
the  clear,  cold  look  of  frost,  and  the  green  eyes  were 
bland  and  impersonal. 

"  Well,  Aunt  Reba,  are  you  ready  to  change  your 
dress  —  or  are  you  going  to  stay  down  here  any 
longer?  Jack  wants  me  to  drive  around  with  him  to 
see  the  town  —  it's  the  most  ugly  spot  I  was  ever  in. 
Don't  you  get  tired  of  it,  Mrs.  Heath?  " 

"  It  has  been  my  home  fofr  a  long  time." 

"There's  Jack — talking  to  Nate.     Does  he  like 
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Nate  ? ''  she  added,  with  a  sharp  inflection  of  her  usu- 
ally sweet  voice. 

"  Very  much.  The  children  all  like  each  other.  I 
mean  Molly  and  Paul  and  Nate  and  Jack.  They  grew 
up  together,  practically." 

"  Are  there  many  bridge  clubs  here?  " 

"  Some.     I  don't  play." 

"  Auntie  and  I  do  —  we  love  it.  I  suppose  the 
movies  are  a  Saturday  night  affair  with  twelve-year-old 
reels.  Jack  said  the  opera  house  did  have  good  things 
occasionally." 

"  Oh,  yes  —  and  concerts.  We  have  some  reading 
clubs." 

Stephanie  made  a  wry  little  face.  ''  My  head  aches 
if  I  read  heavy  things.  I  was  telling  Auntie  this  morn- 
ing I  could  send  for  all  my  things  from  New  York. 
There  isn't  a  decent  shop  here,  I  suppose." 

"  Not  many."  Darly  slipped  on  her  coat;  she  did 
not  know  just  why. 

"  That's  beautiful  ermine  on  your  wrap,"  commented 
Stephanie.  "  Jack  says  you  have  so  many  lovely 
things  —  from  'way  back  when  you  were  an  actress. 
I  hope  you'll  show  them  to  me." 

''  I  shall  be  glad  to,"  Darly  answered  as  if  speaking 
to  a  stranger. 

^'  I'm  going  to  take  Stephanie  about  a  little,"  said 
Jack,  youthfully  unconscious  and  happy.  "  Will  you 
come,  Darly?" 

*'  She  would  be  bored,"  Stephanie  answered  coolly, 
"  and  Auntie  must  lie  down  and  then  pack.     Our  train 
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goes  at  four.  I'll  say  good-bye  now,  Mrs.  Heath.  I 
can't  understand  why  people  stay  after  the  bride  has 
gone  —  it's  stupid.  Oh,  Jack,  run  upstairs  and  get  me 
my  dust  cape  —  I'll  ruin  my  gown." 

They  waited  in  silence  until  he  returned,  tucking  the 
purple  silk  affair  around  Stephanie  tenderly.  "  Good- 
bye, Darly — " 

"  You'll  be  back  for  tea?  "  she  said,  counting  in  her 
bewildered,  mother's  head  the  number  of  teas  there 
would  be  before  August  1 

"  Y'bet  —  hot  biscuits,  please." 

"  /  won't  make  you  any  of  those,"  Stephanie  warned 
as  they  went  out. 

''  I  think  the  children  are  well  suited,  don't  you,  Mrs. 
Heath?  "  asked  Aunt  Reba. 

"  I  hope  so,"  said  Darly  quietly. 

"  I'm  quite  sure  of  it,  for  I've  seen  them  together, 
which  you  haven't.  I  am  sure  you  won't  feel  that 
Stephanie  was  wrong  to  keep  this  a  secret.  Girls  are 
all  romantic,  you  know  —  and  Stephanie  has  always 
had  her  own  way.  She  felt  that  Jack's  mother  might 
feel  —  well  —  rather  averse  to  having  her  boy  marry. 
Jack  has  talked  of  you  so  much.  And  we  knew  you 
were  absolutely  devoted  to  each  other.  Stephanie 
dreaded  telling  you  —  a  boy  goes  away  from  his  home 
80  much  more  than  a  girl,  when  he  marries." 

"  I  have  always  wanted  and  expected  my  son  to 
marry.     All  mothers  should." 

"  That's  nice  of  you.  Stephanie  will  make  him  a 
clever  wife," — Aunt  Reba  ruffled  her  ostrich  plumes 
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like  a  proud,  highly  feathered  bird.  '^  She  has  am- 
bitions 'way  beyond  the  average  girl.  Jack  will  never 
be  sorry." 

Darly  was  silent.  The  stunning  selfishness  of  youth 
had  numbed  her  to  the  mere  details  of  the  reality. 
After  twenty-four  years  of  unbroken  care  and  com- 
radeship to  have  her  son  say  in  an  evasive,  almost  for- 
mal manner  that  he  was  about  to  marry  some  one 
whose  name  she  had  barely  heard  mentioned,  to  take 
close  to  his  heart  a  stranger,  a  girl  who  had  not  wanted 
him  to  tell  his  mother  of  their  engagement  —  the  old 
squirrel  cage  of  rebellious  reasoning  began  again  in 
Darly's  head  She  wondered  if,  after  all,  she  had 
built  her  house  on  shifting  sands  and  she  was  to  fail 
in  her  one  vital  aim  of  bringing  up  her  son  to  be  the 
man  she  had  idealized  him  as  being  —  if  she  had  better 
have  left  him  to  the  care  of  paid  nurses  and  gone  her 
own  brilliant,  delightful  way  of  the  stage  and  applause. 
Perhaps  then  he  would  have  clung  to  her  doggedly  and 
not  have  deceived  her  I  Was  it  right  to  have  shoved 
asidfe  everything  that  life  offered  willingly  in  order  to 
try  creating  something  which  thousands  of  better, 
wiser  mothers  than  she  had  long  ago  failed  to  do? 
She  could  hear  herself  telling  Hartell,  the  manager, 
despite  his  protests : 

•*  I  wanted  to  be  a  house-and-garden  woman  and  to 
have  love  and  a  home  and  all  that  goes  with  it.  And 
I've  failed.  I'll  never  go  back  to  Jack  Heath  again. 
But  I  have  his  son.  I  can  have  a  career  or  I  can  have 
my  son.  I  can't  have  both.  That's  flat.  I'm  going 
to  take  my  son  —  thanks  for  all  you  have  done  for  me 
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—  and  the  good  things  you  offer.  But  I'm  going  to 
have  my  son." 

Well,  after  a  delightful  dream  of  twenty  some 
years,  her  son  had  told  her  he  was  to  marry  Stephanie 
Moffat  —  a  cold,  green-eyed,  insipid  girl  with  a  shal- 
low, jealous  nature  and  a  dislike  of  anything  which 
smacked  of  labor  or  patience.  So  much  Darly  could 
be  sure  of  I 

"Good-bye,  Mrs.  Moffat."  Darly  held  out  her 
hand. 

"  Oh  —  good-bye,  Mrs.  Heath." 

There  was  a  pause.     Th<;n  Darly  added : 

"  111  see  you  when  you  come  back." 

She  slipped  away  unnoticed,  walking  hastily  to  the 
brown  house  on  the  hilltop  —  the  house  that  twenty- 
one  years  ago  had  seemed  a  protecting  haven,  a  fort- 
ress of  safety  to  which  she  might  come  with  her  baby 
son  I  She  went  up  the  steps  as  if  she  were  suddenly 
very  old. 

Hetty  came  out  solicitously.  "  It  was  too  much  for 
ye,"  she  protested. 

Darly  shook  her  head.  "  I'm  going  to  lie  down  — 
don't  call  me  for  any  one  —  and  make  hot  biscuits  for 
tea  —  Jack  will  be  here  1  " 

She  went  into  her  bedroom  and  replaced  the  new 
frock  by  the  lavender  tea  gown.  She  always  had  a 
lavender  tea  gown  because  Jack  liked  them.  She  lay 
down  on  the  couch  and  put  her  hands  over  her  eyes ;  it 
seemed  as  if  something  was  about  to  snap  in  her  head. 
She  tried  to  tell  herself  that  sacrifice  and  service  should 
be  slogans,  instead  of  shirking;  and  that  happiness,  as 
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commonly  defined,  is  not  possible.  Mirth,  peace,  con- 
tentment, courage,  and  honor  should  supplant  the  vapid 
desire  of  being  care  free  and  foot  loose.  She  tried  to 
make  herself  repeat  the  creed  she  had  always  preached : 
That  a  woman  shall  not  stand  in  the  way  of  her  son's 
marriage  although  the  hardest  tragedy  women  know 
is  parting  with  the  man-child  they  have  borne  and 
reared  to  some  stranger  who  shall  share  their  name; 
that  mothers  are  as  much  responsible  for  the  unmoral 
conditions  of  men  and  women  of  to-day  as  are  those 
who  paint  their  cheeks  and  wear  sleazy  silks;  that  the 
average  mother  too  often  all  but  forbids  her  son's  mar- 
riage, preys  on  his  sympathies,  fawns  on  him  by  means 
of  her  lonely  dependence  and  the  reminder  of  the  birth 
pangs ;  and  the  son,  trying  to  be  fair  to  the  woman  who 
gave  him  life  and  the  woman  who  shall  give  him  her- 
self, says,  "  I  won't  marry  until  my  mother  dies  — 
women  don't  understand  women.  It  would  make  them 
both  unhappy,"  and  becomes  a  coarsened,  careless  indi- 
vidual, whose  ideals  of  love  and  marriage  have  been 
warped  by  unlicensed  procedure.  She  told  herself  that 
perhaps  Stephanie,  through  the  magic  of  love  and 
motherhood,  would  come  to  see  the  world  in  a  deeper, 
richer  light,  and  they  might  be  close  to  each  other  until 
she  felt  as  if  she  had  not  lost  a  son  but  won  a  daughter. 
She  tried  to  forget  the  shrewd,  green  eyes  and  the 
bland,  cool  countenance;  the  over-dressed  sea-gull 
chiffon  gown  and  the  pale,  fluffy  hair.  She  called  her- 
self a  traitor  and  selfish  and  absurd,  beating  back  the 
memories  of  the  days  when  she  and  Jack  had  first  left 
London.     She  lay,  for  a  long  time,  fighting  with  her- 
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self,  letting  a  long,  cruel  panorama  of  the  past  flit  be- 
fore her  like  stealthy  ghosts.  Then  she  cried  aloud, 
as  if  she  were  in  severe  pain  —  a  sharp,  savage  scream 
abruptly  bitten  off  and  ended  by  a  little  moan.  Pres- 
ently she  rose  and  walked,  dry-eyed  and  steady,  to  her 
dressing-table  to  take  off  her  jewelry.  But  the  battle 
had  been  fought  and  won.  Not  even  the  marriage 
with  the  sight  of  Jack  taking  his  vows  as  had  Paul,  nor 
his  leaving  her  home  and  her  care  and,  to  a  large  de- 
gree, her  life,  could  bring  again  the  same  indefinable, 
relentless  agony.  She  had  surrendered  her  son  as 
bravely  as  she  had  borne  him.  And  she  had  had  re- 
birth herself  —  a  mother-in-law ! 

Meantime,  Jack  and  Stephanie,  oblivious  to  every- 
thing else  in  the  world  but  each  other's  kisses  and  their 
own  futures,  drove  by  the  corner  of  the  fern  woods. 
They  were  busy  talking  about  mahogany  just  then  and 
they  did  not  notice  that  in  a  corner  of  the  old  stone 
fence  a  girl  in  a  rumpled  organdie  frock  was  sitting, 
her  strong  arms  clasped  over  her  boyish,  nut  brown 
head  and  her  eyes  straining  ahead  as  if  she  were  trying 
to  see  miles  and  miles  away.     It  was  Nate. 


CHAPTER  IV 

|AUL,  please  don't  kiss  me  until  I  have  the 
blanc  mange  turned  out  of  the  molds,"  said 
Molly. 

••  All  right."  Paul  leaned  over  to  kiss  the  nape  of 
her  white  neck.  "  There,  honor  bright,  you  can  go 
ahead  unmolested.  Let  me  see,  where  did  you  tell 
me  to  put  the  meat  fork?" 

"  On  the  platter  of  tongue**  Molly  called  into  the 
dining-room.  "  Oh,  dear,  these  weren't  hard  enough  I 
Never  mind,  we'll  put  oodles  of  whipped  cream  on  top 
and  it  won't  show.  Paul,  take  these  and  put  them  in 
the  ice  box  and  doWt  upset  the  whipped-cream  dish. 
Everything  else  is  ready  and  the  salad  is  delicious,  the 
biscuits  aren't  bad,  and  I  know  Darly  likes  white  lady 
cake.     What  time  is  it  now?  " 

Paul  whipped  out  his  watch.  "  Ten  minutes  of  six. 
Molly,  can  I  take  off  this  bungalow  apron?  " 

Molly  nodded.  "  I'll  run  upstairs  and  powder  my 
nose  and  be  all  ready.  Isn't  this  the  loveliest  kitchen 
you  ever  saw  ?  —  oh,  yes,  hurry  downstairs  like  a  lamb 
and  get  a  bottle  of  olives,  open  'em,  and  leave  'em  on 
the  table.  I'll  use  one  of  my  nine  cut-glass  compotes 
to  display  them  in."     Molly  disappeared. 

Paul  hummed  a  line  from  "  Pinafore  "  as  he  set  the 

olives  in  place.     Then  he  walked  into  the  small  dining- 

46 


PARADISE  AUCTION  47 

room  artistically  raftered  and  furnished  with  a  modest 
set  of  Jacobean  dull  oak,  the  table  a-glitter  with 
Molly's  wedding  silver  and  cut  glass.  A  vase  of  red 
roses  stood  in  the  center  and  there  were  single  roses  at 
each  place. 

Paul  smiled  in  a  pleased  fashion.  He  went  on 
through  the  house  which  boasted  of  a  long,  low- 
ceilinged  living-room  with  comfortable  wicker  chairs 
and  Navajo  blanket  rugs,  good-looking  pictures  and 
bookcases  crowded  with  favorite  volumes,  a  modest  up- 
right piano  and  a  smoking-stand  to  offset  Molly's  desk, 
and  the  three  silky  rugs  in  the  hall. 

He  opened  the  French  windows  on  to  the  porch  and 
sat  down  to  puff  at  a  cigar.  The  porch  was  spotless 
from  Molly's  recent  survey,  and  Paul  found  himself 
returning  for  an  ash  tray  in  order  to  keep  it  so.  He 
bumped  into  Molly  coming  to  find  him.  She  was  a 
radiant  young  matron  in  rose-colored  muslin  with  a 
whimsical  little  lace  apron  tied  around  her  small  self. 
Her  blue-black  hair  was  piled  high  in  a  Normandy 
knot,  and  the  purple  eyes  seemed  black  with  happiness 
and  excitement. 

''  Molly !  "  Paul  held  out  his  arms  and  she  crept 
into  them. 

"  I'm  so  happy,"  she  said,  looking  up  at  him;  "  hap- 
pier than  I  ever  thought  any  one  could  be." 

"  Are  you,  dearest?  Sometimes  I  wish  we  were  like 
the  old  fairy  tale  of  the  enchanted  castle  with  the  prince 
and  princess  who  fell  asleep  smiling  —  for  a  hundred 
years  I  I  wish  we  could  stay  just  as  we  are  to-day  — 
for  fear  you  sha'n't  be  happy." 
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Molly  shook  her  head.  "  Nonsense  —  don't  you 
know  I've  a  hundred  and  one  plans  for  you,  Paul  Kail  ? 
That  I'll  adore  growing  old,  even  wrinkled,  with  you 
beside  me.  Why,  I  just  can't  imagine  not  being  happy. 
You're  different  from  every  one  else,"  she  added  with 
true,  bride  faith. 

"  Am  I  ?  Then  it's  you  who  have  made  me  so," — 
he  slipped  his  arm  around  her  waist  and  they  walked 
out  on  to  the  veranda.  "  Take  this  big  chair,  Molly, 
and  cuddle  your  feet  underneath.  Jove,  it's  good  to 
have  a  tiny  home  of  your  own  I  I  never  knew  what  it 
was  really  to  live  before."  He  sat  down  beside  her, 
smiling.  There  was  a  sunny  wholesomeness  about 
Paul  which  made  those  who  looked  at  him  once  look 
again.  Just  now  he  was  in  the  throes  of  raising  a  timid 
mustache  to  make  himself  appear. older. 

"  I  want  you  to  be  so  famous,"  Molly  said  compla- 
cently, all  the  faith  in  the  world  in  her  purple  eyes, 
"  that  you  will  be  the  only  man  in  America  who  can  de- 
sign cathedrals  I " 

''  That's  a  leap  from  small  bungalows  and  summer 
houses,  but  I'll  try  to  make  it  for  you.  I  had  an  order 
to-day  from  a  woman  for  a  larger  house.  She  has  a 
pet  tree  on  her  lot  and  she  wants  the  house  built  around 
the  tree.     Curious  kind  of  thing,  but  I  like  to  do  it." 

"  Do  you  think  Nate  ought  to  stay  at  Basswood 
alone  ?  "  asked  Molly  a  little  later. 

''  Nate  is  happy  in  being  odd  and  different;  she  was 
always  more  like  a  boy."  Paul  puffed  away  in  content- 
ment. "  I'm  sure  I  don't  know,  Molly,  but  she 
wouldn't  be  happy  here.'* 
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"  No,  our  honeymooning  would  get  on  her  nerves, 
and  she  would  want  to  drag  us  off  for  wild  tramps  and 
rows  and  hikes  when  we  wanted  to  stay  home  and 
be  nice  and  conventionally  hospitable.  Fm  afraid  it 
wouldn't  do  —  even  if  we  are  fond  of  each  other." 
Molly's  forehead  wrinkled  into  distressed  lines. 
*'  But  Basswood  is  such  a  huge  old  place.  It  seems  as 
if  she  ought  to  close  it  up  or  sell.  That's  the  hard 
thing  about  having  a  big  house  and  little  income." 

"  Exactly.  Well,  Nate  has  enough  to  buy  a  hat  or 
so  with  each  year  —  and  the  house.  But  that's  not 
what  will  bother  her;  it's  the  not  having  anything  to 
do.  I  fancy  she'll  dig  up  some  kind  of  queer  profes- 
sion or  job,  and  we  must  bless  her  and  say  nothing. 
She'll  manage  and  she'll  be  up  here  a  lot  and  we'll  be 
there,  and  besides,  there  is  Darly." 

"  Yes," —  Molly  shook  her  head.  "  But  poor 
Darly!  How  will  she  exist  when  Jack  is  married? 
How  will  any  of  us  manage ;  you  can't  deny  that  Steph- 
anie is  different! " 

"  Perhaps  we  don't  know  her.'* 

"  Nate  and  I  were  at  school  with  her  for  two  years." 

"  Marriage  may  make  a  change,  Molly.  Remem- 
ber, that  was  before  she  was  in  love." 

"  I'll  do  my  best,  but  it  doesn't  seem  the  right  mar- 
riage for  Jack.  I  know  Darly  is  cut  hard.  Jack  had 
never  even  hinted.     That  wasn't  fair." 

*'  Funny  stuff  this  marrying  and  separating  from 
your  family!     Queer  how  it  makes  a  difference." 

"  It's  bound  to  make  a  difference,"  said  Molly  im- 
pulsively, "but  it  needn't  make  a  horrid  difference. 
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Jack's  marriage  will.  I  know  it.  I  think  we  all  ought 
to  stay  close  to  Darly  and  not  let  her  be  lonely.  There 
never  can  be  but  one  Darly." 

**  Funny  kind  of  life,  wasn't  it?  " 

"  Terrible.  Fancy  finding  out  that  your  husband  — 
your  husband,  Paul  —  wasn't  all  he  should  be !  How 
can  any  one,  when  they've  said  all  those  time-worn, 
beautiful  words  that  we  said,  forget  what  it  should 
mean  I     Poor  Darly !  " 

"Here's  Nate  —  look  at  the  latest  attraction — " 

Nate,  carelessly  dressed  in  a  crumpled  white  linen, 
was  coaxing  a  shaggy,  lame  dog  of  uncertain  pedigree 
along. 

"  That's  the  boy,"  she  said  in  her  round,  pleasant 
voice,  "poor  old  veteran —  Hullo,  people  —  have 
you  a  bone  that's  not  wanted?  " 

"Nate,  please  bring  him  in  the  side  —  he's  filthy. 
Where  did  you  get  him?  " 

"  Found  him  all  in  from  the  sun,  under  a  tree. 
Look  at  his  paw  —  all  bruised  —  good  blood  in  the 
rascal  —     Hi,  this  way." 

Laughing,  Molly  ran  to  the  side  door  to  let  the  cul- 
prit in.  She  patted  him  pngerly  with  her  finger  tips. 
"  Are  you  going  to  keep  him?  " 

"  Of  course,  Steve  is  too  old  to  tramp.  I've  named 
him  Slim."  Nate  was  getting  a  saucer  of  water  and 
setting  it  down  in  front  of  the  dusty,  brown  dog. 

"  He  was  famished  —  poor  beggar  —  bet  he's 
hungry,"  Paul  bent  over  him. 

Molly  had  gone  into  the  pantry  and  came  back  with 
meat.     "  Please  don't  let  him  run  through  the  house 
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until  he's  had  a  bath,"  she  begged,  "  then  I  won't 
mind." 

"  Oh,  I'll  keep  him  tied  till  I  go  home.  But  the  next 
tiine  you  see  him,  he  will  have  a  real  collar  and  tag 
and  a  regular  Buster  Brown  haircut."  Nate's  tanned 
fingers  caressed  him  lovingly.  The  dog  wagged  a 
bushy  tail  in  response.  '^  Look  at  these  ribs  sticking 
out  —  doesn't  he  look  the  famine  victim?  Poor 
Slim !  " 

"Are  you  hungry  now,  Nate  —  want  a  biscuit?" 
asked  Molly. 

"  No,  thanks,  I'll  wait.  I  was  coming  with  Darly 
but  Jack  was  writing  notes  I  " 

"  To  Stephanie,  I  suppose,"  Paul  laughed. 

Nate  nodded;  she  bent  over  to  pat  Slim  industri* 
ously. 

"  I  wonder  if  he  has  bought  her  an  engagement 
ring," — Molly  took  up  the  empty  dish  before  he 
utterly  demolished  the  pattern. 

"  No,  Jack  told  me  he  couldn't  afford  it,"  Paul  an- 
swered. "  You  know  Darly  made  Jack  live  on  his 
salary  from  the  time  he  started  to  work  —  and  sen- 
sibly, too.  Stephanie  wouldn't  want  anything  but  a 
two  carat  set  in  platinum." 

Molly  twisted  her  small,  bright  stone  around 
proudly.  "That's  foolish.  I  hope  Darly  doesn't 
give  him  the  money  at  the  last  minute.  Darly  hasn't 
much  —  just  enough  to  be  comfy  on,  and  she's  the 
right  to  make  Jack  earn  his  own  way." 

"  What  are  you  going  to  have  to  eat?  "  demanded 
Nate  suddenly. 
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*'  Hot  biscuits,  salad,  cold  meat,  jelly,  olives,  iced 
tea,  blanc  mange  and  cake.  A  nice,  easy  tea  to  get; 
there  can't  be  any  terrible  failures.'* 

"  You  look  pretty,"  Nate  told  her  sister-in-law 
simply,  ^'  and  I  like  the  whole  little  house  —  it's  all  as 
it  should  be  and  not  a  bit  overdone." 

"  Nice  1  We've  been  talking  about  you  —  we  think 
you  ought  not  stay  alone  at  Basswood." 

"  Oh,  I'll  be  too  busy  to  mind.  I've  a  job  —  secre- 
tary for  the  rector," —  Nate  laughed  herself.  *'  I 
know  it's  queer  for  me  to  do,  but  I  like  it  —  I  had  a 
typewriter  sent  up  to-day.  Think  it'll  be  the  best 
thing  to  try." 

"  Of  all  the  ridiculous  — "  began  Paul.  But  Molly 
intercepted. 

"  If  you  want  to  try  it,  Nate,  there's  no  reason  in 
the  world  why  you  shouldn't.  I'm  sure  the  rector  al- 
ways needed  one  —  and  you'll  make  good." 

**  Thanks."  Nate  reluctantly  left  Slim  to  his  own 
resources  and  walked  into  the  living-room.  She 
seated  herself  at  the  piano  and  began  vamping  chords 
and  singing  an  old  college  song,  a  favorite  of  Jack's. 

"  Old  man  Moses,  he  sells  roses, 
Every  one  knows  how  red  his  nose  is  — " 

The  little  knocker  was  tapping  merrily  and  Molly 
ran  to  welcome  Darly  and  Jack. 

"  You're  'way  late  —  and  we  know  why,"  she  cried. 
"Nate  said  you  were  writing  letters  1  Is  it  still  as 
bad  as  all  that.  Jack?  Come  upstairs,  Darly,  and  let 
me  take  your  things.    Jack,  you  may  smoke  one  cigar 
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before  tea  —  but  we're  all  starved.  Coming  up, 
Nate?    All  right,  we'll  be  right  back." 

The  stairs  led  directly  out  of  the  living-room  into 
the  front  bedroom,  a  symphony  of  white  enamel  and 
lavender-flowered  chintz. 

"  It's  pretty,  Molly,"  said  Darly,  laying  her  old 
rose  hat  on  the  bed. 

"  Have  you  a  headache?  "  asked  Molly  solicitously. 
"  I  believe  you  shouldn't  have  come." 

**  No,  I  wanted  to  —  ever  so  much.  I  was  think- 
ing that  you  were  a  nice  bride  to  invite  people  to  come 
and  devour  food  the  third  day  after  you  have  come 
home  from  a  honeymoon.  Well  —  tell  me  just  how 
happy  you  are!  "     Darly  held  out  her  arms  tenderly. 

Molly  snuggled  close.  "  So  happy  I'm  very  foolish 
and  selfish.  I  can't  thbk  of  anything  but  Paul  and  his 
future  and  our  home.  Darly,  if  Jack  is  one-tenth  as 
happy  as  I  am,  you  won't  mind  his  leaving  you." 

"  I  hope  he  may  be." 

"  We  all  feel  rather  badly  —  about  Stephanie,"  she 
added,  rumpling  the  little  lace  apron.  "  I'm  afraid 
we  said  things  that  Jack  has  misunderstood  as  un- 
friendly toward  her,  and  we  aren't.  She's  different 
—  and  it  was  rather  a  surprise.  I'm  sure  it  was  never 
Jack  who  wished  it  a  secret.  It  was  Stephanie.  At 
school  she  was  always  that  way." 

"Was  she?" 

"  Always  —  but  then,  she  never  had  a  Darly  to 
show  her  how.  Maybe  it  will  make  a  great  difference. 
Paul  and  I  want  you  to  know  that  we  simply  can't  get 
along  without  your  personally  conducted  *  tours  of 
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life '  and  we  expect  to  take  up  an  awful  lot  of  time. 
You  sha'n't  feel  lonely,''  Molly  ended  stoutly. 

Darly  kissed  her.  **That  sounds  like  Molly. 
Well,  then,  I  won't  be!" 

''  Paul  Is  making  me  a  cedar  chest  to  stand  there 
and  next  year  we  want  to  add  a  sun  parlor.  Paul  is 
doing  very  well,  Darly;  to-day  he  got  an  order  for  a 
big  house.  Only  I'm  afraid  he's  smoking  too  much. 
Really,  it  is  very  hard  to  deal  with  a  man  who  is  de- 
voted to  tobacco," — Molly  clasped  her  small  hands 
demurely. 

"Hi  —  up  there  —  what's  the  row?  Tire  blown 
up?  "  yelled  Jack.  "  Come  on  down  or  else  Nate  and 
I  will  sing." 

"  Coming,"  answered  Molly,  showing  Darly  the 
electric  curling  iron  which  Paul  had  surprised  her  with 
that  same  morning. 

They  found  Nate  still  at  the  piano  picking  out  weird 
bass  melodies,  her  head  bent  so  that  no  one  could  see 
her  face.  Jack  was  walking  around  the  room  to  ex- 
amine the  contents  with  the  interest  which  all  future 
bridegrooms  suddenly  develop  in  their  married  friends' 
homes. 

"  I  say,  that's  a  good  idea  —  those  bookcases  built 
in  beside  the  fireplace.  Steve  would  like  that  —  only 
she  wants  a  flat.  You  see,  she  has  the  New  York 
apartment  affliction  and  I'm  not  going  to  try  to  break 
it  all  up  at  once." 

"  Of  course  not,"  Nate  was  saying,  thumping  away 
at  the  "  Rogues'  March." 

"  Doesn't  Stephanie  know  that  a  little  house  is  ever 
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so  much  nicer  than  a  flat?  "  demanded  Molly,  her  arm 
still  around  Darly. 

"She  will;  I  give  her  six  months  to  change," — 
Jack's  face  was  flushed  with  proud  'happiness. 
"  Darly  will  talk  to  her  about  it,"  he  added,  with  the 
blind  ignorance  of  all  mankind  who  never  can  under- 
stand why  mother  and  wife  are  not  happy  together, 
and  why  mother  persists  in  trying  to  influence  said  wife 
and  wife  resents  the  influence.  Or  why  wife  feels  a 
latent,  unacknowledged  jealousy  of  mother,  although 
mother  is  the  one  woman  in  the  world  who  will  never 
try  to  take  her  husband's  wifely  kisses  I  All  men  are 
stupid  when  it  comes  to  the  truth  regarding  their 
mothers  and  their  wives  and  their  daughters.  The 
more  clever  in  the  world  of  work,  the  more  densely 
ignorant  and  blundering  in  the  home!  And  mother 
and  wife  and  daughter  writhe  imder  the  beloved  one's 
ignorance  and  fight  silently,  under  cover. 

"  Perhaps  it  would  be  better  not  to  suggest,"- — 
Darly  sat  near  the  piano. 

"Oh,  nonsense;  why,  Steve  Is  relying  on  you, 
Darly," —  Jack  came  over  beside  her.  "  She  counts 
on  having  you  set  her  right  about  things.  You  know 
her  aunt  has  had  an  awful  influence  over  her  —  and 
she's  different," —  he  made  a  wry  face  — "  very  much 
on  the  society  play  and  the  big  front  game.  I  wouldn't 
say  this  outside,  but  it's  true.  Stephanie  really  isn't 
that  way  at  all.  She  just  seems  to  be  because  she's 
lived  so  long  with  her  aunt." 

Molly  and  Paul  were  silent.  Nate  strununed  with 
noisy  rudeness. 
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"  I  am  sure  Stephanie  will  be  as  you  would  wish," 
said  Darly  tenderly,  a  little  quiver  in  her  voice.  It 
was  another  of  the  million  and  one  kind  lies  that  we 
are  cowardly  generous  enough  to  tell  for  those  we  love. 
Darly  knew  it  was  a  lie.  So  did  Paul  and  Molly  and 
Nate.  Only  Jack,  blinded  by  the  rose-colored  spec- 
tacles which  Stephanie  had  magically  transferred  to 
his  eyes,  thought  it  the  truth. 

And  he  bent  over  to  kiss  her  with  frank  affection. 
"  You're  the  best  pal  in  the  world,"  he  said. 

"  I  think  supper's  ready,"  Molly  called  from  with- 
out. "  Now  please  don't  say  anything  harsh;  remem- 
ber this  is  my  very  first  company  tea." 

They  filed  into  the  new,  pretty  room  and  sat  at  the 
new,  pretty  table  with  the  linen  still  stiff  and  shiny  and 
the  silver  like  mirrors,  as  Nate  remarked,  to  eat  and 
praise  Molly's  efforts.  Something  about  it  seemed  a 
dream.  They  each  found  themselves  saying  with 
monotonous  sameness  that  it  couldn't  be  truly  so  — 
Molly  and  Paul  married  and  in  their  own  house,  while 
Jack  was  engaged  to  Stephanie  Moffat,  and  Nate  had 
made  herself  a  rector's  secretary.  Darly  was  to  be 
all  alone,  unchanged,  in  the  brown  house  on  the  hill 
topi 

"  Nate  and  I  will  wash  the  dishes ;  Darly  may  stay 
if  she  likes,"  said  Molly,  bustling  about  after  the  table 
was  shorn  of  its  contents.  "  You  boys  go  on  the 
porch  and  smoke.     We'll  be  out  presently." 

"  Can't  I  help  ever  so  little  ?  "  asked  Darly,  begin- 
ning to  clear  away.  "  Molly,  it's  a  nice,  sane  way  to 
start.     You  grow  into  the  luxuries  and  they  will  never 
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swamp  you.  On  your  golden  wedding  day,  Paul  will 
have  designed  a  seven-tower  castle  for  you  and  the 
grandchildren  will  come  in  laden  with  nuggets  —  but 
it  won't  spoil  you.  Because  you  started  in  just  as 
Paul's  Income  allowed.  That  is  one  of  the  surest 
routes  to  permanent  happiness," — then  she  laughed. 
*'  I  sound  like  heart-to-heart  monthly  talks  with  the 
youthful," —  she  was  carrying  a  pile  of  dishes  into  the 
kitchen.  ^'  But  it's  the  highest  compliment  I  can  pay. 
Oh,  Molly-o  —  everything  is  so  new  and  shiny  that  it 
seems  a  dolly  house." 

"  It's  home,"  said  Molly,  leaning  against  the  door- 
way, her  tiny,  intense  face  aglow.  "  Home !  And 
I'm  the  happiest  thing  in  two  worlds." 

"  Hi  —  let  me  get  by,"  commanded  Nate,  coming 
through  the  doorway  with  her  arms  laden.  "  You 
salad  philosophers  can  stand  saying  all  the  pretty 
things  you  like.  I've  work  to  do,"  and  with  comical 
gestures  she  dashed  around  the  kitchen,  piling  up 
dishes  here  and  there,  and  finally  rolling  up  her  sleeves, 
preparing  to  wash  them  while  Darly  and  Molly  were 
appointed  as  wiper  and  putter-away. 

"  When  Paul  and  I  are  alone  he  wipes  them  some- 
times —  but  mostly  he  smokes  or  does  extra  work  and 
then  we're  both  free  for  the  evening.  You  see,  there 
have  only  been  three  home  evenings," — Molly 
laughed.  "  Next  year  we  are  planning  to  raise  to- 
matoes and  com  and  lettuce  in  the  garden  and  have 
flowers  everywhere  they  will  grow." 

**  I'll  help  plant  it  for  you,"  said  Nate. 

**  How  do  you  think  you're  ever  going  to  stand  the 
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secretaryship?"  asked  Darly,  coming  back  from  the 
pantry.  ^'  It's  the  last  thing  in  the  world  I  would  have 
imagined  your  doing." 

"  Every  one  does  the  last  thing  in  the  world  that 
every  one  else  imagines  their  doing."  Nate's  voice 
was  gruff  and  she  bent  over  the  pots  and  pans  with  a 
renewed  vigor. 

There  was  a  pause,  and  then  Molly  began  chatting 
of  half  a  dozen  trivial  things,  bridey  and  filled  with 
fragrant  hope,  until  two  smooth  heads  were  thrust  in 
the  kitchen  door  —  one  light  and  one  dark  —  and  the 
odor  of  two  cigars  made  the  dishwasher,  wiper,  and 
putter-away  turn  in  surprise. 

"  We've  waited  nearly  an  hour,"  complained  Jack. 

"We  were  just  coming."  Molly  hung  up  the 
snowy  tea  towels  with  a  satisfied  air.  "  Hand  me  the 
cold  cream,  Paul  —  I  don't  want  red  hands  right 
away !  " 

Paul  winked  at  Jack.  "  You  see  what  is  in  store 
for  you  —  cucumber  cream  by  the  wagon  load. 
Molly  read  about  it  in  a  magazine." 

Nate  put  her  scratched,  tanned  hands  behind  her 
back.  "  Forward  march?  "  she  asked;  "  then  I'll  get 
Slim." 

They  sat  on  the  veranda  discussing  everything  under 
the  sun  from  the  cost  of  a  limousine  to  the  reason  giant 
radishes  refused  to  grow  in  Lancaster  soil.  And 
Darly  smiled  as  she  sat  back  in  the  beach  chair,  a  trifle 
removed,  and  thought  of  the  days  to  come  when  honey- 
moons should  be  done  with  and  they  would  reach  on 
and  up  for  more  baffling  problems.     A  honeymoon 
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was  a  calm,  bright  pool  in  which  it  was  wise  and  well 
to  rest  for  a  bit.  It  seemed  so  sure  and  well  defined 
and  without  storms.  But  Darly  knew,  even  as  she 
had  known  how  to  make  the  sympathy  go  with  Lady 
Macbeth  and  her  spotted,  guilty  hands,  that  for  the 
four  young  people  chatting  beside  her  this  was  merely 
a  phase,  just  as  paper  dolls  and  kites  had  been  a  phase 
years  ago,  or  the  era  of  story-books,  or  the  summer 
when  tenting  in  a  mosquito-ridden  meadow  was  highly 
preferable  to  sleeping  in  a  comfortable  bed  on  a  com- 
fortable sleeping  porch  I  It  was  merely  a  part  of  the 
mosaic,  not  the  mosaic  itself.  Not  that  they  should 
ever  lose,  necessarily,  the  happiness  of  marriage  and 
domesticity.  The  pool  should  remain  for  them  as  a 
haven,  a  starting-place  —  but  there  lay  before  them  a 
gray,  defiant  sea  on  which  they  would  all  have  to  sail 
or  wreck. 

Building  in  bookcases,  and  planting  gardens,  and 
believing  that  marriage  held  nothing  but  bliss,  and  that 
gray  hairs  could  never  replace  sunny  ones;  questions 
like  who  was  President  waning  trivial  beside  the  six- 
teenth-inch of  a  cut  on  Molly's  finger,  or  using  the 
shade  of  writing  paper  which  delighted  Stephanie  — 
this  would  not  do ! 

And  Darly  sighed  as  well  as  smiled  when  she  won- 
dered, vaguely  —  a  sort  of  looking-in-from-the-far- 
outside  attitude  —  what  kind  of  mariners  they  would 
prove,  what  storms  would  arise,  and  whether  they 
would  all  drive  safely  back  when  old  age  awarded 
them  the  right  to  rest  finally  in  the  calm  pool ! 

"  Darly,   you're  napping," —  Jack  bent  over  her. 
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**  It's  after  ten  and  Paul  and  Molly  want  to  cook 
breakfast  —  I'm  going  to  take  you  and  Nate  home." 

A  dirty  shadow  of  a  dbg  muzzled  up  to  her.  "  Oh 
—  of  course  —  shall  we  take  Slim?"  she  asked,  try- 
ing to  pretend  she  had  been  napping  instead  of  dream- 
ing out  destinies. 

"  He  stays  in  the  family,"  asserted  Nate.  "  I'll 
run  and  get  your  things." 

"  Thanks,  dear."  She  sat  down  again  while  the 
girls  vanished  indoors. 

"  Isn't  that  a  moon?"  speculated  Paul,  looking  up 
at  the  silver  ball  of  light  and  the  dark  cloud  flurries  on 
either  side.  *'  It  looks  like  rain.  Oh,  when  does 
Stephanie  come.  Jack?  " 

**  Next  Tuesday," —  Jack  turned  quickly  to  his 
mother.  "  I  meant  to  tell  you  to-night  —  I  had  a  let- 
ter just  this  morning." 

"  Don't  put  off  the  marriage,"  Paul  advised,  with 
the  dignity  of  a  centenarian.  "  Long  engagements 
are  foolish  —  Molly  and  I  would  have  better  not 
waited  a  year." 

"  I  sha'n't." 

"When  will  it  be?" — Darly  turned  to  her  son. 
He  seemed  a  stranger,  dear  and  beloved,  but  a  part  of 
himself  as  unfamiliar  to  her  as  a  newly  discovered 
island  resting  unexpectedly  outside  the  main  coast. 
She  had  a  reticence  about  asking  him  personal  ques- 
tions regarding  the  entire  affair.  She  was  really  glad 
Paul  was  the  one  to  have  broached  the  subject. 

"  Why,    Stephanie    suggested    the    twenty-fifth    of 
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August  —  It  suits  me.     I  can  take  my  vacation  then 

—  we  are  going  to  a  hotel  in  the  Adirondacks." 
"That  would  be  nice."     Darly  thought  briefly  of 

Jack's  vacations  for  the  last  few  years,  spent  in  tramp- 
ing and  fishing  with  Nate  and  herself,  wandering  at  will 
along  the  coast  of  Maine. 

"  Molly  and  I  had  a  splendid  spot,  old  fashioned 
but  ideal." 

"  I  wanted  to  go ,  there  but  Steve  preferred  the 
mountains.     She  was  there  once  with  her  aunt  and  she 

—  she  liked  it,"  stumbled  Jack. 

Nate  came  out  just  then  and  Slim  left  off  his  atten- 
tions to  Darly. 

"Are  we  ready,  ladies?"  asked  Jack,  catching  up 
his  hat. 

"  We  are,"  they  answered.     Slim  started  on  ahead. 

"  Good  night,"  they  chorused,  turning  to  watch  Paul 
and  Molly,  arm  in  arm  in  the  moonlight.  It  was  a 
pretty  picture. 

"  God  bless  you,  children,"  called  Darly. 

"  God  bless  yow/'  Molly  answered  impulsively. 

They  stood  watching  them  until  their  figures  were 
mere  specks. 

"  Paul,"  said  Molly,  "  I'm  sorry  for  Darly." 

"  It  is  best  for  Jack  to  marry  —  but  Stephanie  is 
very  different." 

"  They'll  never  be  happy."  Molly  shook  her  head 
vehemently.  "  Stephanie  Moffat  never  could  make 
any  one  happy  except  herself." 

"  But  we'll  be  happy,  little  Molly."     Paul  put  his 
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head  down  on  her  shoulder.  ''  Oh,  Molly,  just  now 
I  can't  ever  imagine  anything  but  .happiness  for  us  1  " 
Molly  smiled.  "  There  will  always  be  happiness," 
she  whispered,  unconscious  that  all  calm,  bright  pools 
have  tiny  outlets  which  widen  imperceptibly  and  either 
coax  or  force  one  into  the  struggles  of  the  open  sea. 


CHAPTER  V 

RACING  up  the  hill,  after  leaving  Nate  at  Bass- 
wood,  Jack  found  his  mother  waiting  in  the 
moonlit  drawing-room  to  say  their  customary 
good  night. 

"  Nate's  like  a  boy  in  girPs  clothes," —  he  threw  him- 
self into  a  chair  with  an  aggrieved  air;  ** wouldn't 
hardly  talk  to  me.  I  don't  think  she  likes  Stephanie 
—  well,  I'm  not  marrying  Nate  1  " 

"  I  think  she  is  glad  you  are  marrying  whomever 
you  wish  —  it's  just  her  way.  She's  lonely,  Jack. 
She  misses  Paul." 

Jack's  forehead  crinkled  anxiously.  **  By  Jove,  it's 
quite  a  problem,  this  marrying  and  splitting  up  fami- 
lies. Darly,  a  fellow  ought  to  marry  and  he  ought 
to  live  by  himself,  and  yet  there's  a  wrench  at  leaving 
his  mother's  house.  Everything  in  this  room  tells  me 
of  something  about  you  and  me.  We've  been  very 
happy  here  and  —  and  I  don't  love  you  an  atom  less  be- 
cause I  love  Stephanie.  It's  a  very  different  love  — 
and  nothing  could  break  either.  You  feel  it  is  all 
right,  don't  you,  dear?  " 

"  I  want  you  to  marry  the  woman  you  love  and  who 
loves  you,  and  I  am  glad  to  see  you  happy.  Of 
course,  as  you  say,  there's  a  wrench,  because  —  it  is 

a  little  harder  always  for  those  left  behind.     But  I've 

6$ 
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a  great  many  pet  hobbies  I  shall  start  in  to  indulge, 
now  that  you're  oflF  my  hands,*'  and  she  actually 
laughpd  like  a  girl.  Darly  had  never  lost  her  ability 
to  act.  "  I  sha'n't  bother  you  very  much  —  but  I 
want  you  to  come  home  now  and  then,  Jack  —  to  feel 
you  can  tell  me  anything." 

'*  Stephanie  and  I  will  always  tell  you  everything." 

"  Sometimes  there  are  things  one  can  only  tell  one's 
mother,"  she  began,  but  she  was  sorry  she  had  said 
as  much. 

"  I  would  not  marry  any  one  in  whom  I  could  not 
absolutely  confide,"  Jack  corrected  gently. 

"  Do  you  feel  able  to  support  a  wife  ?  " —  Darly 
changed  the  subject. 

'^  I  am  getting  a  hundred  and  fifty  dollars  now,  and 
there  will  be  commissions  starting  in  the  fall. 
Stephanie  understands  I'm  a  poor  man,  but  she  is  good 
enough  to  think  I  have  prospects.  That's  mighty  fine 
of  her,  too,  seeing  she  has  had  chances  to  marry  rich, 
brilliant  men.  Thanks  to  you,  Darly,  you  don't  ask 
anything  of  me,  although  I  honestly  wish  you  would. 
I'd  like,  in  some  tiny  way,  to  pay  a  tribute  to  you  for 
all  you've  done."  Jack  came  over  to  sit  on  her  chair 
arm.  In  the  moonlight  her  face  was  like  a  young 
girl's. 

"I  don't  need  money.  Jack  —  I  need  love.  Just 
come  home  sometimes  for  Saturday  night  bean  suppers 
and  Sunday  tea  —  and  ask  me  to  mend  your  socks  and 
embroider  initials  on  your  best  shirts.  Don't,  if  you 
please,  take  away  all  the  stuff  in  your  room.  I  mean 
the  bookcase  you  made  when  you  were  fourteen  or  the 
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tennis  rackets  or  some  of  the  funny,  lurid  pictures. 
Stephanie  won't  have  room  for  them  in  a  flat,  and 
besides  they  are  atrocious  taste.  But  I  want  them. 
Because  they  were  yours.  And  it  won't  seem  quite  so 
much  as  if  you  were  gone.  Nate  asked  Paul  to  leave 
his  old  construction  set  at  Basswood.  I  can  under- 
stand now.  Not  that  she  begrudges  Paul  his  wife; 
just  that  things  move  in  certain  set  phases,  and  when 
a  new  phase  comes  it  is  hard  for  those  left  behind  to 
have  every  remnant  of  it  swept  away." 

**  Why,  of  course,"  said  Jack  slowly.  "  Darly,  you 
aren't  bitter,  are  you  ?  " 

Darly  gave  a  smothered  cry.  "  I'm  —  sleepy,"  she 
said,  laughing  again  as  if  she  were  eighteen  and  It  was 
her  own  marriage  she  was  planning  for.  Jack  smiled. 
After  all,  he  was  sure  that  Darly  was  glad  to  be  re- 
lieved of  him  I 

A  week  later  when  Stephanie,  gowned  and  hatted 
like  a  model  clothes  tree,  arrived  to  look  with  cold, 
green  eyes  at  every  old-fashioned  thing  in  Darly"s 
house,  Darly  did  feel  a  sense  of  relief. 

Without  delay  Stephanie  selected  one  of  the  few 
semi-fashionable  apartments,  a  box  of  a  place  with  a 
living-room,  dining-room  and  kitchenette,  two  bed- 
rooms and  a  bath,  and  she  told  Jack  that  the  thirty 
dollars  a  month  rent  could  be  managed,  seeing  that  he 
did  not  have  to  help  his  mother  and  that  there  was  no 
room  to  keep  a  maid. 

She  selected  her  furniture  and  her  wedding  gifts 
with  equal  poise,  and  had,  secretly,  rebelled  against 


66  PARADISE  AUCTION 

Darly's  keeping  all  the  lovely  rings  and  good  furs 
which  she  certainly  never  had  any  occasion  to  wear. 
Darly  had  told  Jack  that  she  felt  she  could  not  give 
them  a  large  gift  of  money,  but  she  offered  them  part 
of  an  excellent  library,  some  pictures,  linens,  an  un- 
usual clock,  and  a  hundred  dollars.  Stephanie  pouted 
prettily  and  whispered  to  Jack  that  the  things  were 
"  queer  '*  and  she  felt  they  would  spoil  the  effect. 
Whereas  Jack,  at  sea  and  wholly  upset,  managed  to 
make  Darly  understand  that  Stephanie's  apartment 
was  to  be  furnished  with  a  definite  "  scheme  "  and  they 
felt  her  gifts  were  quite  too  "  grand "  for  them. 
Darly  wrote  another  check  without  an  answer  and 
handed  it  to  him.  And  when  Stephanie  kissed  her  and 
gushed  her  thanks,  Darly  had  stiffened  perceptibly. 

Then  there  was  Molly,  who  also  met  her  Waterloo 
—  Molly,  all  housewifely  interest  and  suggestions, 
whose  little  bungalow  was  viewed  with  careless  scorn 
by  Stephanie. 

"  Jack's  mother  is  rather  queer,  you  know,  but  we'll 
be  friends,"  she  told  Molly.  "  I  think  intellectual 
women  are  awfully  hard  to  get  on  with." 

"Why,  Jack's  mother  is  wonderful,"  Molly  re- 
torted, indignant  at  the  sacrilege ;  "  she's  done  every- 
thing in  the  world  for  Jack,  including  giving  up 
fame." 

"  I  dare  say," —  Stephanie  yawned  and  adjusted  her 
feather  boa  — "  but  then,  every  parent  has  to  do  every- 
thing for  a  child.  It's  the  way  things  go.  But  when 
a  man  marries,  it  is  all  different." 

And  to  Nate,  who  had  asked  her  to  Basswood  for 
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tea,  she  had  been  politely  rude  In  her  refusal.  And 
to  Jack,  whom  she  treated  with  a  coy  indifference  and 
an  impetuous  ardor  by  degrees,  she  had  said  the  night 
before  she  left: 

"  Don't  you  think  that  *  Darly  *  is  a  rather  silly 
name  to  call  an  elderly  woman?  I  should  think  you 
would  say  *  Mother.'  " 

*'  I've  called  her  Darly  ever  since  I  could  stammer 
—  baby  talk  for  *  Darling ' —  and  it  would  be  hard  to 
change  now,"  Jack  hastened  to  explain;  "you  don't 
really  mind,  dear  ?  " 

"  Please  call  her  that  only  when  youVe  alone  with 
her,"  ordered  Stephanie  quietly;  **  it  sounds  absurd  — 
and  I  don't  ever  want  you  to  seem  that." 

Whereupon  Jack  kissed  her. 

"Do  the  commissions  start  in  November?"  she 
added,  putting  her  hand  on  his  arm. 

"  I  hope  so." 

"  That's  nice.  I've  been  planning  on  going  to  New 
York  for  Christmas.  And  New  Year's  Eve  we  can 
have  a  splendid  time  at  one  of  the  hotels." 

"  Would  you  like  that,  Stephanie?  "      * 

"  Ever  so  much.  We  don't  want  to  be  dead  and 
buried  because  your  business  is  in  Lancaster.  I've 
plans  for  you,  too.  Jack.  I  want  to  be  ever  so  proud 
because  you  are  my  husband." 

"  And  I  want  you  to,"  he  told  her  earnestly. 

**  Aunt  Reba  is  giving  me  a  great  many  lovely 
clothes,"  mused  Stephanie ;  "  she's  very  nice.  Jack. 
Several  times  in  New  York  she  has  been  taken  for  a 
countess." 
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"  I  want  you  to  be  happy,"  he  answered,  rather  far 
of  the  purpose. 

"  I  wouldn't  marry  unless  I  was  sure  to  be,"  she 
admitted  quickly. 

"Well,  you  always  will,"  Jack  promised  with  a 
lover's  faith. 

And  when  he  came  back  from  the  train  after  seeing 
Stephanie  aboard,  distrait  and  wholly  irritable,  Darly, 
struggling  in  the  open  sea,  knew  that,  temporarily,  she 
had  lost  her  son  beside  the  calm,  bright  pool ! 


CHAPTER  VI 

NATE  and  Molly  surprised  Darly  at  the  train 
when  she  returned  from  Jack's  wedding. 
"  You'll  have  to  put  up  with  daughters," 
they  told  her,  shouldering  her  bags.     "  Jack  wired  us 
to  meet  you." 

"You're  kind  young  creatures,"  she  answered,  as 
they  hailed  a  cab. 

"We're  wild  to  know  all  about  it  —  what  did 
Stephanie  wear,  where  was  it,  and  how  many  guests  — 
what  did  you  have  to  eat?"  demanded  Molly,  sitting 
opposite  Darly  as  they  whirled  away. 

"  It  was  at  church  —  high  noon  —  with  about  forty 
guests.  Stephanie  looked  very  lovely.  She  wore  her 
going-away  gown," — Darly's  voice  was  as  uncon- 
cerned as  if  she  were  reading  fashion  notes.  "  It  was 
an  early  fall  model  of  champagne  colored  broadcloth, 
with  a  white  swansdown  toque  and  a  chiffon  waist. 
Her  boots  and  bag  and  gloves  matched  perfectly. 
Her  aunt  wore  a  new  frock  of  white  silk  crepe  with  a 
carriage  cape  of  black  velvet.  The  maid  of  honor 
was  a  young  married  woman  dressed  in  lavender. 
Her  husband  acted  as  best  man.  We  had  a  breakfast 
at  the  Astor,  very  good  taste,  and  Jack  and  Stephanie 
left  immediately  for  the  Adirondacks.  Of  course  they 
asked  me  to  stay,  but  I  did  not  feel  as  if  I  should. 
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Wc  are  such  strangers — "  Darly*s  voice  took  on  a 
lonesome  tone.  She  had  dreaded  the  giving  of  de- 
tails. It  was  a  relief  to  get  it  over,  just  as  it  had  been 
a  relief  to  witness  the  marriage  and  come  back  to  the 
old  turreted  house  to  re-live  her  years  with  a  phantom 
child. 

"  But  you  didn't  tell  what  you  wore,  or  how  Steph- 
anie acted,  or  what  Jack  said  and  did  — ^" 

"  I  ?  Just  the  blue  silk  with  my  mandarin  coat.  I 
felt  quite  passee.  And  Stephanie  was  as  poised  as 
if  she  were  reciting  the  multiplication  table.  Jack 
blushed  and  trembled  all  over.  They  had  some  lovely 
gifts,  which  her  aunt  showed  me.  Not  suitable  for 
such  a  tiny  flat,  but  I  suppose  Stephanie  expects  to  have 
a  large  house  some  day  and  then  they  will  look  very 
weU." 

"  Here  we  are," —  Nate  jumped  out  abruptly.  She 
had  not  spoken  during  the  drive.  '*  Molly  has  your 
tea  all  ready  and  you're  to  come  to  Basswood  to-mor- 
row for  dinner.  Fm  going  to  have  a  half  day  off. 
I  want  you  to  see  Slim;  he's  taken  on  a  new  lease  of 
life." 

Darly  smiled.  It  was  good  to  have  Nate — ■ 
sturdy,  undignified,  rumpled  Nate  —  look  at  her  with 
clear,  brown  eyes  of  understanding  and  not  talk  about 
the  things  which  Molly  with  the  fascination  of  all 
brides  could  not  help  dwelling  upon. 

"  How  long  are  they  going  to  be  gone  ?  "  persisted 
Molly. 

"  They  will  be  home  three  weeks  from  to-night," 
Stephanie  said. 
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"  We  must  have  a  party  for  them.  Oh,  what  about 
their  flat  —  is  it  ready  ?  '* 

"  Nearly.  Jack  has  worked  every  spare  moment. 
And  it  won't  take  long.  Stephanie  said  she  preferred 
to  arrange  it  herself  —  quite  natural." 

"  Of  course.  Darly,  I've  a  new  set  of  aluminum 
and  Paul  is  making  a  kitchen  drop  table.  Oh,  it  seems 
a  year  since  you  went  away." 

**  Thank  you  — » then  we'll  see  each  other  to-morrow 
—  at  Nate's?" 

*^  Yes.  Come  early  and  bring  some  work,"  added 
Nate,  as  Darly  walked  up  the  porch  steps.  ''  All 
right?  Then  good-bye.  Molly,  I've  an  idea  —  let's 
race  down  the  hill."  She  started  to  run,  her  long, 
strong  figure  looking  like  a  windmill  with  its  wide, 
flaring  skirt. 

"  Nate,  aren't  you  ever  going  to  grow  up  —  please 
wait  —  I  want  to  talk  to  you.  Darly  looks  tired  to 
death.  It  sounded  like  a  pretty  wedding.  What 
shall  we  do  when  Stephanie  comes  —  give  a  dinner?  " 

*'  Bother  Stephanie.  This  wedding  business  has 
drugged  me  until  I've  written  orange  blossoms  and 
white  satin  in  the  middle  of  all  the  reverend's  letters  1 
I  say,  Molly,  why  don't  you  and  Paul  tramp  with  me 
of  a  Saturday?  " 

"  We  can't  keep  up  your  pace ;  we  take  a  nice  basket 
lunch  and  go  sit  under  a  lilac  bush,"  Molly  confessed. 
**  You're  too  strenuous.  It  took  Jack  to  outwalk  you. 
Well,  maybe  you  can  break  in  Stephanie  1  " 

Nate  called  out  Slim,  who  wagged  coquettishly,  not 
sure  of  Molly's  sentiments. 
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"  He  is  decent  looking."  Molly  bent  down  to  pat 
him  graciously. 

'*  He  is  a  Roumanian  fox  hound/'  Nate  laughed, 
''  and  he's  going  to  have  a  blue  ribbon  in  the  next  dog 
show  because  there  won't  be  any  other  of  his  kind." 

**  He's  a  mince  pie  dog,"  Molly  told  her  cruelly. 
"  Do  you  let  him  wander  through  the  house?  " 

"Why  not?  There's  no  one  else.  I  may  lend 
him  to  Stephanie  for  a  watch  dog  if  Jack  ever  travels." 

Molly  laughed.  "  Stephanie  won't  let  Jack  travel 
unless  she  travels  too.  And  now  my  roast  is  reduced 
to  a  cinder  and  my  husband  is  probably  weeping  on 
the  unlocked  porch!     I  must  fly  —  bye-bye,  Nate." 

"  Good-bye  —  if  you  have  any  leftovers  bring  'em 
down  for  Slim.  He's  a  whale  for  meat,"  Nate  called 
cheerily. 

Slim  pawed  her  appreciatively.  Nate  looked  at  his 
bright,  mongrel  eyes.  "  You're  a  great  old  boy,"  she 
began  brightly.  And  suddenly,  without  warning,  she 
sat  down  on  the  little  side  steps  and  struggled  not  to 
cry.  Slim,  distressed  beyond  measure,  pawed  at  her 
some  more.  She  gave  a  half  laugh,  half  sob.  '*  Oh, 
Slim,  you're  a  lucky  beast  to  be  a  mongrel  purp.  I've 
got  to  keep  on  *  acting  up  ' —  and  being  just  the  same. 
Slim,  even  —  even  when  she  comes.  .  .  ." 

Slim,  tired  by  her  long,  ensuing  silence,  lay  down  to 
nap.  He  was  wakened  an  hour  later  to  find  it  was 
dusk,  and  Nate,  with  a  bag  in  her  hand,  was  prodding 
him  rudely. 

"  Do  you  think  you  could  behave  yourself  in  the 
presence  of  a  well-bred  Airedale?  "  she  asked  sternly. 
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'*  Because  you  are  going  up  to  Darly's  to  spend  the 
night.     Something  tells  me  to  go." 

Very  indignant  and  drowsy,  Slim  was  helped  up  the 
hill.  Nate  found  the  lights  out  except  in  Darly's  bed- 
room.    So  she  called,  instead  of  ringing. 

"  Oh,  Darly  —  it's  Nate.  Nancy  went  home  to  her 
sister's  and  I  don't  want  to  stay  alone  -. —  keep  me  till 
morning?  " 

And  a  moment  later,  after  Darly  let  her  in :  "  Did 
you  eat  your  supper?  Don't  fib  I  Then  you  will. 
Because  I  haven't,  either." 

And  an  hour  later,  still  in  the  same  cheerful  strain : 
"  Darly,  where  are  you  going  to  put  me  ?  Slim  will 
stay  in  the  shed  nicely.  I  don't  mind  if  everything  is 
out  of  order  —  let  me  sleep  in  Jack's  old  room.  I 
want  to  be  near  you." 

And  after  Darly  had  regretfully  opened  the  door 
and  Nate  had  undressed  for  the  night,  she  called 
Darly  and  made  her  come  back.  '^  You  sha'n't  shut 
this  room  up.  If  you  didn't  let  some  one  come  in  and 
rumple  around  in  it  right  away,  you'd  get  shy  of  it 
yourself."  The  tall,  bright-cheeked  girl  smiled  at 
her  bravely.  "  Darly,  you  must  keep  moving  as  if 
nothing  had  happened.  That  is  why  I  pushed  myself 
on  you  for  to-night." 

"  You're  splendid," —  Darly  let  her  faded  head  lean 
on  the  girl's  firm  shoulder.  She  raised  it,  after  a  mo- 
ment, to  look  at  her.  "Why,  Nate,  you  look  prettier 
than  I've  ever  seen  you  before." 

Nate  blushed.  She  had  forgotten  herself.  She 
glanced  in  the  mirror,  and  the  tall,  strong  figure  of  a 
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woman  in  a  filmy  gown  with  heavy  brown  braids  over 
her  shoulders  looked  back  at  her.  Then  something 
choked  in  her  throat  and  it  was  her  turn  to  put  her 
head  down  on  Darly's  gentle  shoulder  and  cry  —  the 
hard,  long  sobs  of  a  defeated,  unacknowledged  love! 

"  I  don't  know  why  I  —  cry,"  she  said  a  moment 
later;  "  it's  all  so  different  and  I'm  —  I'm  a  fool,"  she 
ended  savagely. 

Darly  had  been  looking  about  the  room,  so  very 
changed  now,  and  stroking  Nate's  head  absentmind- 
edly.  But  when  the  girl  spoke,  she  stood  bade  in 
amazement.     Darly  understood. 

"Nate,  tell  me  the  truth,  because  it  may  help  — 
did  you  care  for  himf  " 

Nate  shut  her  eyes  for  an  instant  and  threw  up  her 
strong,  tanned  arms  to  her  forehead.  "  I  did  care, 
Darly  —  it's  a  thing  I  thought  I'd  never  tell  any  one. 
But  we're  none  of  us  sure  just  what  will  make  us  con- 
fess. It's  the  coming  up  here  to  you  —  and  his  room 
with  all  the  boy  things  we  played  with  together  —  and 
it's  realizing  that  there'll  never,  never,  never  be  any 
more  of  the  same  Jack  for  any  of  us  1  "  She  turned 
away  from  Darly,  trying  to  control  herself.  "  I'm 
a  beast  to  do  this  —  I  don't  mean  to,  Darly  —  but 
somehow  I  never  thought  but  what  Jack  might  care 
for  me.  I  know  I'm  a  queer,  ugly,  awkward  girl,  with 
no  taste  in  clothes  and  none  of  the  dainty  things  men 
like.  But  I  thought  Jack  was  different,  and  that  he 
would  take  the  big  love  and  the  absence  of  the  dainty 
things  in  place  of  a  small  love  and  the  dainty  things. 
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.  .  .  Isn't  it  odd  that  we're  both  here  together  —  to- 
night?'* 

Darly  caught  her  in  her  arms.     In  an  understand- 
ing silence,  she  kissed  her. 


CHAPTER  VII 

STEPHANIE'S  green  eyes  seemed  to  see  far  out, 
across  the  little  mountain  lake,  even  though  it 
was  twilight.  They  had  an  intense,  bright  look, 
always  indicative  that  some  plan  was  being  carefully 
debated. 

"  Are  you  watching  shadows,  dearest?  "  asked  Jack. 
"  I'm  afraid  you'll  be  cold,"  and  he  wrapped  a  scarf 
around  her  thin,  white  dress. 

"  Thank  you,"  she  said  graciously.  "  I  was  busy 
thinking.  Jack.  I  wonder  if  I  dare  tell  you  what 
it  is." 

"  Stephanie  I  As  if  you  couldn't  tell  me  every- 
thing," he  hastened  to  assure  her.  "  If  you  don't  tell 
me  everything,  I'd  be  afraid  you  were  not  happy. 
Tell  me  something  first,  will  you?  That  you  are 
happy.  We  are  going  away  to-morrow  and  then  the 
best  of  everything  is  to  happen.  We'll  have  our  own 
home.  I  like  to  say  that  over  and  over  — *  Stephanie 
and  I  will  have  our  own  home.'  I  can  work  about  a 
hundred  times  better  for  just  stopping  in  the  middle 
of  a  tussle  to  remember  that  you  are  waiting  for  me  — 
that  you  are  my  wife," — Jack's  blue  eyes  were 
dark  with  earnestness.  "  Now  —  tell  me  —  are  you 
happy  ?  " 

Stephanie's  yellow  head  drooped  prettily.     "  I'm 
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happy,"  she  whispered,  so  low  that  he  could  scarcely 
hear.     "  But  Fm  afraid  —  to  think  ahead." 

"  Why?  "  Jack's  strong  fingers  crushed  her  slen- 
der white  ones,  the  shining  new  ring  peeping  through. 

"  There  are  so  many  things."  Stephanie  huddled 
herself  in  the  fleecy  scarf.  She  knew  she  looked  like 
a  shy  mermaid  temporarily  lured  on  the  rocks  during 
the  brief  interval  between  daylight  and  night,  and  she 
meant  that  Jack  should  know  it  also.  ^'  There's 
cooking  and  sweeping  and  dusting  —  Fm  not  used  to 
it.  Jack.  In  New  York,  you  know  how  we  lived. 
Aunt  Reba  and  I  took  nearly  all  our  meals  at  little 
tearooms  and  made  a  cup  of  chocolate  and  bought 
some  sliced  meat  for  Sunday  evenings.  And  then  — 
I  was  asked  out  to  dinner  —  that  is,  before  we  were 
engaged." 

"  Poor  little  girl,  I  didn't  give  you  a  great  many 
pleasant  times,  did  I?  I  was  plugging  away  in  Lan- 
caster and  you  were  like  a  little  nun.  I  used  to  think 
aboyt  it  and  I  tried  to  tell  you  in  my  letters.  We'll 
make  up  for  it  some  day,  Stephanie.  I'm  planning 
to  take  you  and  Darly  to  Bermuda  the  first  winter  I 
can. 

"  Does  your  mother  like  travelling?" 

''  Oh,  she's  a  wonderful  sort  to  stand  a  trip.  Game 
for  anything." 

"Ah,  that's  nice.  Well,  I  was  going  to  tell  you 
something."  Stephanie  gently  disengaged  her  hand. 
"  In  fact,  three  things.  I've  wanted  to  tell  you  ever 
since  we  were  married  but  it  was  hard.  Sometimes 
I  feel  as  if  you  were  a  stranger."     Stephanie  looked 
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out  at  the  lake,  her  green  eyes  bright  with  wisdom. 

^^A  stranger  1  Steve  dear,  don't  say  that  again." 
Jack  kissed  her,  regardless  of  protests.  ^^  Now  'fess 
up  —  everything." 

**  It  was  about  the  housework.  Since  we  can't  have 
room  for  a  maid,  you'll  have  to  promise  to  help  me  — 
lots.  Aunt  Reba  hates  housework,  too,  and  she'll  be 
going  back  to  New  York  to  visit  and  leaving  me 
alone." 

^'  But  I'll  be  there,  dearest ;  I  promise  to  help  like 
a  regular  cook's  boy.     I  never  have.     But  I'll  learn." 

"  Didn't  your  mother  make  you  do  things?  " 

"  We  always  had  a  maid." 

Stephanie's  eyebrows  lifted.  **Your  mother  must 
have  quite  a  little  money." 

**  Not  much.  Darly  was  never  used  to  housework. 
I've  told  you  her  story.  It  was  a  terrific  struggle  to 
change  every  view-point  and  opinion  and  come  to 
Lancaster  and  live  like  a  gnib.  She  has,  to  her  way, 
very  little  —  but  enough  to  keep  her  comfortably. 
Bless  her  I  If  she  had  stayed  on  the  stage,  she  would 
have  had  a  fortune.  They  say  there  has  never  been 
any  one  who  played  as  she  did." 

"Yes  —  of  course.  Well  about  how  much  has 
she  ?  "  persisted  Stephanie. 

**  Why,  dearest,  I  don't  know.  I  never  asked. 
She's  done  so  blooming  much  for  me  and  I  so  little  for 
herself  that  I'd  feel  it  impudence  —  as  if  I  walked 
up  to  a  stranger." 

"  Well,  I  can't  see  why.  There  should  be  no  se- 
crets in  a  family.     I  think  your  mother  ought  to  tell 
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you.  If  she  has  enough  money  to  live  in  that  big 
house  she  has  enough  money  to  start  you  in  a  decent 
business." 

'*  Steve,  you  don't  understand.  Darly  educated  me 
in  a  military  school  just  across  the  way  from  Lancas- 
ter —  she  felt  I  needed  being  made  a  man  of.  As  a 
matter  of  fact,  it  cost  her  several  thousand  for  the 
ten  years.  And  then  she  told  me  I  must  find  a  place 
in  the  world  for  myself.  Right  she  was.  But  she 
spoke  for  me  at  the  tanning  factory.  There  is  a  big 
future  there.  I  began  as  office  boy,  and  Tve  worked 
up  rather  fast,  they  say.  I'm  going  to  keep  right  on, 
too,  but  as  for  asking  Darly  for  one  penny — "  Jack 
was  shocked. 

"No,  it  wouldn't  be  right,  would  it?'*  Stephanie 
retreated  skillfully.  "Have  I  hurt  you?  Oh,  I'm 
so  selfish  —  now  you  won't  love  me.  Please  say  you 
forgive  me,"  and  she  began  to  cry. 

Jack  was  bewildered.  "  Forgive  you  —  for  what, 
darling?  Why,  Steve,  don't  cry  —  I  can't  stand  it 
when  you  do.  I'm  a  brute  —  you  must  tell  me  when  I 
am  to  apologize  to  you  —  Steve  — " 

"  You'll  think  I'm  begging  for  your  mother's  money 
and  I'm  —  I'm  not.  I  was  j-just  trying  to  take  an 
interest  in  her  —  her  affairs,"  explained  Stephanie  at 
coherent  intervals.  "  I'll  never  ask  another  question 
—  never  I  I'll  never  even  ask  about  your  business. 
And  if  —  if  you  don't  want  to  support  me  or  tell  me 
about  your  income  or  talk  things  over  1-like  a  husband 
and  wife  should  —  I  can  do  fancy  work  for  my  liv- 
ing I" 
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Jack  dropped  before  her  on  his  knees.  "Steph- 
anie," he  said  solemnly,  as  if  he  were  denouncing 
himself  before  a  judge,  "  I  am  an  absolutely  thought- 
less cad !  But  it  is  only  thoughtlessness,  dear.  I  have 
never  attributed  to  you  anything  but  the  highest  mo- 
tives, and  if  I  spoke  in  any  way  to  wound  your  feel- 
ings I  beg  your  pardon  with  all  my  heart.  I  wouldn't 
have  had  this  happen  for  hundreds  of  dollars.  Won't 
you  forgive  me,  darling?  " 

Very  slowly  Stephanie  raised  a  pale,  tear-stained 
face  to  meet  his  conscience-stricken  one. 

"  Kiss  me,"  she  breathed  after  the  fashion  of  a 
lenient  angel. 

And  Jack,  beside  himself  with  remorse,  touched  her 
lips  as  reverently  as  if  she  were. 

There  was  a  pause;  during  which  Stephanie  dusted 
off  her  nose  with  a  little  powder  puff  and  straightened 
her  combs.  "  There  is  going  to  be  dancing  to-night 
—  shall  we  go  ?  "  she  asked  lightheartedly. 

"  Would  you  rather,  instead  of  sitting  here? '' 

**  Yes.  I'm  such  a  silly  thing,  I  think  it  would  be 
better.'*  She  rose,  her  fancy  frock  setting  off  to  per- 
fection her  frailness  of  figure. 

Jack  looked  at  her  admiringly.  "  You  grow  more 
beautiful  every  day,"  he  said.  "  I'm  the  proudest 
thing  alive !  " 

"  We'll  go  to  the  theater  this  winter,  won't  we?  "  she 
parried.  "  I'll  be  so'  lonesome  when  you're  away  all 
day." 

**  Of  course,  and  we'll  spend  Christmas  in  New 
York.     But  you  mustn't  be  lonesome,  Steve;  you  must 
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run  up  to  see  Darly  and  stay  to  lunch  and  she'll  run  in 
to  see  you.  Then  there's  Molly  and  Nate.  Now 
Nate  is  a  splendid  sort.  You  can  depend  on  her  to 
the  finish." 

"  I  don't  intend  to  bother  your  mother,"  Stephanie 
argued  with  a  rush  of  wilfulness.  ^'  She  doesn't  like 
me.     I  can  tell." 

*^  Nonsense."  Jack  had  to  combat  again  the  sense- 
less reasoning  based  on  a  deliberately  perverted  presen- 
tation of  facts  —  the  formula  for  all  hysteria  —  and 
try  to  make  Stephanie  feel  that  Darly  looked  upon  her 
with  a  vast  love. 

"  I  want  her  to  love  me ;  you  know  I've  never  had  a 
mother,"  Stephanie  murmured,  as  they  walked  up  the 
beach  toward  the  hotel. 

^*  She  does  I  So  do  the  others.  You've  a  family 
now,  if  you  never  had  before." 

'*  But  I'm  not  like  Molly.  I  can't  put  all  my  soul 
into  pots  and  pans.  I  think  she's  a  dear  and  all  that, 
but  she's  a  house-and-garden  creature  and  I'm  not.  I 
can't  understand  why  she  married  Paul  Kail.  He 
seems  a  very  effeminate  person.  I  wouldn't  have  him 
design  a  dog  kennel." 

*'  Oh,  Steve,  you  don't  mean  that."  Jack  was  di- 
vided between  loyalty  to  the  old  friends  and  love  for 
Stephanie.     "  They're  salt  of  the  earth.     So's  Nate." 

Stephanie  paused  in  the  shadow  of  some  bushes. 
"  Nate  Kail  is  horrid,"  she  said  in  an  icy  tone  with 
which  Jack  was  utterly  unfamiliar.  Stephanie  was,  in 
reality,  assured  of  her  position  as  Jack's  wife  and  she 
knew  she  must  marshal  her  forces  and  prepare  for  the 


82  PARADISE  AUCTION 

siege  against  Jack's  old  associations.  She  had  spoken 
truly  when  she  said  she  had  other  plans  for  him. 

*'Why?'' 

^^  Because  she  is  a  rough,  masculine  tomboy.  We 
went  to  school  together  and  I  detest  her.  I  was  only 
polite  to  her  because  of  you.  •  .  •  Pd  do  anything  for 
you  1  " 

*'  Oh,  Steve,  you're  'way  wrong.  She's  anything 
but  horrid.  She  is  a  tomboy  —  we  used  to  tramp  to- 
gether afternoons  for  miles,  and  fish  and  hunt  and 
row.  Darly  and  Nate  and  I  went  on  vacations  in 
Maine  for  years.     She's  the  best  pal  going." 

"  Oh,  your  mother  likes  her !  " 

"  As  if  she  were  my  sister." 

Stephanie  hung  back.  '^  Jack,  I  knew  this,"  she  said 
tragically.  "  I'm  an  intruder.  I'm  not  welcome. 
Nate  Kail  would  be  welcome.  Why  did  you  bother 
to  marry  me  ?  " 

Jack  sighed.  ^^  Look  at  me,  Stephanie,"  he  said 
gently,  although  he  was  as  much  at  sea  as  to  what  he 
was  going  to  say  as  Stephanie  was  herself.  It  was 
an  entirely  new  experience  for  Jack. 

Stephanie  glanced  up  at  him  with  her  pretty  eyes. 
^^  Oh,  Jack,  you  are  so  handsome,"  she  said  with 
proper  ardor. 

The  first  bit  of  moonlight  struck  Jack's  dark  head 
and  threw  his  strong  features  into  bold  relief.  He 
was  dressed  in  a  black  sack  suit  with  a  soft  silk  shirt, 
which  Darly  had  given  him,  and  a  bit  of  a  bow  tie. 
He  was  handsome  and  young  and  full  of  promise. 
But  it  was  not  the  handsomeness  which  Stephanie  saw 
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and  which  made  her,  unconsciously,  admit  that  he  was 
different  from  the  men  she  had  met.  It  was  the  rever- 
ence to  ideals  that  shone  in  his  face. 

"Are  you  going  to  try  making  yourself  unhappy 
again,  Steve?"  he  asked,  ignoring  the  compliment. 
"  That  is  an  untrue  and  unkind  thing  you  said." 

"  I'm  sorry,"  she  hung  her  head.  "  I  love  you  so 
much  that  Fm  a  wee  bit  jealous." 

Delighted,  Jack  drew  her  to  him.  "  Then  you  do 
care  as  hard  as  I  ?  "  he  whispered.  "  Oh,  Stephanie, 
you  will  never  know  how  long  it  seemed  before  you 
wore  my  ring !  " 

Their  lips  met  in  a  kiss.  Then  Stephanie  stood 
back  a  little,  her  hands  clasped  demurely  in  front  of 
her.     She  was  sure  of  her  ground. 

"  It  was  about  a  ring  that  I  wanted  to  speak,  too." 

"Is  it  too  large?"  Jack  raised  her  left  hand  so- 
licitously. 

"  No,  the  dearest  ring  in  the  world.  But  it's  lone- 
some." Stephanie  laughed  nervously.  "  I  wanted  to 
ask  you  if  your  mother  would  sell  one  of  her  diamonds. 
You  see,"  she  hurried  to  explain,  "  every  girl  I  know 
has  an  engagement  ring  and  some  have  several  dia- 
monds—  the  married  ones.  I  always  thought  I 
would  never  marry  any  man  who  couldn't  give  me  a 
handsome  one.  But  then,  I  never  knew  I  would  love 
any  one  as  much  as  I  do  you.  I've  proved  to  you  that 
I  didn't  want  an  engagement  ring.  Jack,  because  I  was 
in  New  York  all  winter  without  one  and  every  one 
wondered.  It  was  quite  hard  I  Aunt  Reba  com- 
plained about  it  a  great  deal.     I  think  you  could  buy 
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one  of  your  mother's  stones.  You  know  I'm  not  hint- 
ing in  the  least  for  her  to  give  us  one  —  but  to  pay 
down  something  and  so  much  a  month.  It  would  be 
an  easy  way  to  get  a  good  ring  and  diamonds  are  an 
investment.  I  want  it  so  much,  Jack  —  won't  you  — 
and  call  it  my  Christmas  present  ?  Even  Molly  has  a 
small  one."     She  thrust  out  her  fingers  appealingly. 

"  I  couldn't  ask  Darly  to  sell  me  a  diamond,"  Jack 
answered  thoughtfully,  "because  she  would  promptly 
give  me  one.  That  isn't  fair.  I  should  buy  my  own 
jewelry  with  my  own  money  —  all  at  once.  I  hate 
debt.  Darly  taught  me  to  keep  out  of  it.  You  know, 
dearest,  she  gave  us  a  liberal  check  and  still,  with 
what  I  saved,  the  furnishing  of  the  apartment  and  this 
trip  has  taken  all  our  money.  We  sha'n't  have  any 
to  throw  away  for  a  little  while  and  then  — " 

"  Your  commissions  start  in  November,"  Stephanie 
prompted. 

"  Yes,  but  I  wanted  to  call  that  extra  money  and 
save  for  a  home." 

"  Well  —  maybe  Aunt  Reba  will  give  me  one  of  her 
earrings  and  have  the  other  made  into  a  ring  for  her- 
self.    I'm  sorry  I  asked.     It  was  only  an  idea." 

"  Stephanie,  it  makes  me  feel  awfully  mean  not  to 
be  able  to  buy  you  a  bag  of  diamonds.  But  there's 
something  about  asking  Darly  —  her  rings  have  a  his- 
tory, you  know  —  that  I  don't  like.  She  may  give  you 
one;  let  us  wait  and  see." 

"  But  if  by  Christmas  she  hasn't? "  Stephanie 
would  not  call  quits  until  she  gained  her  point. 

"  Then  I'll  buy  your  aunt's,"  Jack  said  shortly. 


CHAPTER  VIII 

THEY  returned  to  Lancaster  without  letting  any 
one  know,  according  to  Stephanie's  wishes. 
For  she  had  a  horror  of  a  "  show,"  and  she 
was  afraid  Nate  might  come  to  the  station,  tooting  a 
horn  or  labelling  their  cab. 

They  found  the  apartment  a  mass  of  crated  boxes 
and  parcels,  which  Stephanie  set  Jack  to  work  unpack- 
ing briskly.  Stephanie  could  work,  but  she  could 
make  other  people  work  better.  She  also  had  the 
faculty,  which  Molly  had  not,  of  remaining  dressed 
for  an  afternoon  tea  all  the  time  she  was  dusting  pic- 
tures or  washing  china.  There  was  a  style  about  even 
the  green  dimity  house  dresses  made  with  a  ruffled 
apron  and  a  lace  cap.  She  made  Jack  keep  their  pres- 
ence a  secret  from  even  his  mother  until  the  apartment 
was  spick  and  span  and  painfully  artistic,  furnished 
with  Stephanie's  "  scheme."  Even  Aunt  Reba's  room 
was  finished,  although  she  was  not  coming  for  several 
weeks. 

They  ate  lunches  accompanied  by  cups  .of  over 
strong  tea  made  by  Jack.  And  when,  after  three  days 
of  lunching  and  settling.  Jack,  hungry  to  the  toes,  de- 
manded that  he  take  her  to  Darly's  for  a  real  meal, 
Stephanie  graciously  consented  and  made  an  elaborate 
toilet  of  corded  gray  silk. 

85 
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Turning  the  key  in  the  door  with  guilty  satisfaction, 
they  went  down  the  shining  stairs  where  the  janitor 
saluted  them  respectfully. 

''  Please  clear  away  all  the  debris  on  the  back 
porch/'  Stephanie  told  him,  dropping  some  money  in 
his  hand,  '^  and  tell  the  ice  man  to  start  putting  fifty 
pounds  twice  a  week  in  the  box." 

"  Yes,  ma'am,"  the  janitor  answered,  tipping  his 
hat.  He  jingled  the  coins  with  satisfaction  as  they 
walked  away.  ^*  There  goes  a  real  boss,"  he  said  to 
his  assistant  with  humorous  honesty,  as  he  watched  the 
stylish  sweep  of  Stephanie's  skirts.  **  I  was  up  there 
helping  uncrate  the  furniture  and  she  had  him  all  done 
up  in  a  kitchen  apron  washing  windows  I  *  Don't  spot 
the  floor,'  she  told  him,  sharp.  *  And  if  you're  hun- 
gry, eat  crackers  and  cheese  I '  Well,  he's  in  love  — 
but  he's  gone  to  his  mother's  to  get  fed  up." 

Darly  was  in  the  garden  when  they  arrived,  her 
pruning  knife  and  trowel  busily  engaged.  She  wore 
an  old  dress  of  blue  gingham  and  a  sunbonnet  I  Ste- 
phanie smiled  as  she  saw  her. 

Jack  put  his  two  hands  over  her  eyes.  "  One 
guess,"  he  said. 

"  A  bride  and  a  bridegroom,"  she  answered,  slip- 
ping free  of  him  to  stand  up  and  kiss  Stephanie. 
"What  train  comes  in  at  this  time?  I'm  ever  so 
glad." 

"  We've  been  here  three  days,"  Stephanie  informed 
her,  "  but  I  wouldn't  let  Jack  tell.  I  wanted  to  get 
everything  settled  first.  Jack  is  starved  out  —  we  were 
too  busy  to  cook  and  we  didn't  go  out  because  we 
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surely  would  have  been  seen.     Will  you  feed  us  ?  '* 

'*  Of  course.  I  wish  you  had  just  'phoned.  I  could 
have  sent  something  down."  Darly  was  not  looking 
at  Stephanie  but  at  Jack,  with  eager,  hungry  eyes. 
"  Come  in  —  I  was  just  going  to  change  my  dress.'* 

**  Perhaps  you  were  busy?  "  suggested  her  daughter- 
in-law  politely. 

^*  No.  I  was  going  to  have  my  tea,  read  a  little, 
drum  a  little,  and  go  to  bed.  IVe  been  wondering 
why  I  had  no  letter."  Darly  was  determined  not  to 
appear  annoyed.  **  So  you're  all  settled.  That's 
nice.  Maybe  you'll  take  some  of  Hetty's  preserves 
back  with  you  —  she's  been  canning  every  day." 

"  Won't  we  though?  "  said  Jack,  hugging  her. 

"  You  can  come  and  get  them."  Stephanie  disliked 
carrying  a  bundle  of  any  description. 

"  We're  going  to  take  you  back  with  us  to  see  the 
place  to-night,"  Jack  proceeded.  "  You're  the  first  to 
pass  approval.     How's  that?  " 

"  Then  we  may  as  well  telephone  Molly  and  Paul 
and  have  them  all  at  once;  it  would  be  pleasanter  for 
your  mother,"  Stephanie  suggested. 

"Are  you  sure  you  want  company?"  Darly  hesi- 
tated politely,  before  she  went  upstairs  to  dress. 

"  Oh,  quite  —  everything  is  in  order,"  Stephanie 
assured  her,  pushing  over  to  study  the  contents  of  the 
drawing-room  cabinet. 

Darly,  in  a  flowered  silk  with  soft  lace  rufiles,  poured 
tea  and  watched  Jack  make  way  with  six  biscuits  and 
two  plates  of  creamed  chicken.  She  said  little  during 
the  meal,  while  Stephanie  said  even  less,  with  Jack 
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eating  and  chatting  away  about  everything  under  the 
sun,  from  the  work  at  the  office  to  Darly's  headaches 
and  the  way  that  Stephanie  mustn*t  be  allowed  to  be 
lonesome. 

When  they  finished  and  Jack  insisted  on  packing  the 
basket  of  fruit  and  carrying  it,  Molly  and  Paul  ap- 
peared—  friendly,  happy  creatures  with  annoying 
curiosity  as  to  the  new  apartment.  They  came  to  go 
down  with  them.  Stephanie  resigned  herself  to  the 
worst.  It  couldn^t  be  this  way  long  and  there  were 
always  difficulties  at  the  start. 

They  took  the  street  car,  for  the  apartment  was  at 
the  other  end  of  the  town,  with  Jack  standing  on  the 
platform  to  guard  the  basket  of  fruit  and  Molly  plying 
Stephanie  with  questions  and  suggestions,  and  Paul 
and  Darly  saying  vague  nothings  to  each  other. 

Stephanie's  apartment  caused  a  deep,  significant  si- 
lence which  Stephanie  interpreted  as  awed  apprecia- 
tion. Nothing  was  of  much  importance  to  Jack  now 
that  he  was  no  longer  hungry  and  that  he  and  Stephanie 
were  in  their  own  home,  while  Darly  was  not  half  as 
depressed  as  he  had  expected  to  find  her. 

The  living-room  was  furnished  in  uncomfortable, 
stylish,  black-and-white  upholstered,  spindle-legged 
mahogany,  with  three  small  oriental  rugs,  and  a  run- 
ner of  black  and  white  velvet  carpet  the  length  of  the 
hall.  A  collection  of  cut  glass  and  gold-etched  glass 
and  marble  statuettes  lined  the  gold  cabinet,  and  there 
was  a  white  enamel  bookcase  with  leaded  doors  with 
rows  upon  rows  of  dainty  white-and-gold  volumes. 
These  proved  painted  boards,  ever  so  much  easier 
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to  dust,  as  Stephanie  explained.  A  correct  cut- 
glass  lamp  with  a  black-and-white  checkerboard  shade 
occupied  a  place  of  honor  beside  Stephanie^s  piano, 
and  there  was  a  long  cheval  mirror  with  a  black-and- 
white  checked  frame,  a  very  timid,  well-controlled 
maidenhair  fern  growing  from  a  white  flower  pot,  and 
a  bird  bath  of  crystal  with  idiotic  little  water  lilies 
trailing  about  in  a  half  inch  of  violet  perfumed  water. 

Aunt  Reba  had  impoverished  herself  to  help  furnish 
the  dining-room  with  a  breakfast-size  table  of  Circas- 
sian walnut  and  a  sideboard  and  cabinet  to  match. 
These  last  were  crowded  with  cut  glass  and  decanters 
and  glistening  silver  service  —  all  gifts  from  my 
friends,  as  Stephanie  explained.  The  rug  was  a  fra- 
gile thing  of  blue  velvet,  and  there  was  an  attempt  at 
hospitality  in  a  basket  of  fruit  piled  at  exact  angles 
and  resting  on  a  small  wicker  tea  cart.  Austrian  gold 
china  filled  Stephanie's  cupboard  and  solid  silver  of 
the  Saint  Dunstan  pattern  —  not  a  set  but  a  start,  she 
explained  —  was  in  the  sideboard. 

Aunt  Reba's  bedroom  was  a  model  of  pale  blue  with 
a  canopied  dressing  table  and  a  four-poster  single  bed, 
a  small  correct  chair,  a  rocker,  and  three  poster  girls 
framed  in  white  and  hung  at  stated  intervals  on  the 
walls.  Stephanie  and  Jack's  room,  the  larger,  was 
in  pink.  It  suggested  everything  of  Stephanie  and 
nothing  of  Jack.  There  was  a  tiny  ivory  chiffonier 
and  dressing  table,  a  clothes  tree  laden  with  Stephan- 
ie's things,  a  canopied  bed,  a  rocker,  a  dressing  table 
chair,  more  poster  girls,  a  sparkling  array  of  silver 
brushes  and  silver-topped  scent  bottles,  and  rugs  of 
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perishable  pink  wool.  Every  shade  in  the  flat  was 
white  striped  satin  with  huge  cream  tassels,  and  all  the 
curtains  were  of  silk  mull  with  fancy  cross  stitch. 

Stephanie  did  not  offer  to  show  the  kitchenette. 
But  Molly  insisted.  ^' I  do  like  kitchens,''  she  said; 
"  it's  a  woman's  office." 

At  which  Stephanie  laughed  and  threw  open  the 
door  into  the  tiny,  dark  room  with  a  bespattered 
range  and  a  joke  of  a  cupboard  and  table,  a  collection 
of  cooking  dishes  scattered  about,  and  some  tea  towels 
jumbled  in  a  heap. 

"  My  office  isn't  in  good  order.  I  hate  a  kitchen. 
I'm  going  to  make  Jack  wash  the  dishes.  Auntie  and 
I  refuse  to  ruin  our  hands." 

Darly  was  silent.  "  Do  you  like  it?"  Jack  asked 
her. 

"  It  shows  infinite  pains,"  she  said  slowly,  **  but 
where  in  the  world  are  you  going  to  have  a  lounge  to 
tumble  down  on  or  an  easy  chair  for  Stephanie  to  sit 
in  when  she  reads  to  you?  It  seems  to  me  you  need 
a  den." 

"  I  wanted  an  apartment  with  a  den,"  replied  Steph- 
anie. ^^  I  would  have  furnished  it  in  old  rose.  But 
they  cost  forty  dollars  —  those  apartments." 

Molly  was  noncommittal.  Finally  she  was  pre- 
vailed upon  by  Paul  to  admire  the  crystal  candle  lamps 
which  rested  on  each  of  the  dressing  tables. 

They  sat  down  in  the  black-and-white  **  salon  "  while 
Stephanie  played  for  them,  and  then  they  went  home. 

Jack  put  on  his  things.  "  I'm  going  to  take  you 
home  —  mother/'  he  said. 
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"  Yes,  I  must  write  Aunt  Reba.  There  may  have 
been  more  presents  come  in,"  Stephanie  told  him. 
"  Get  some  coffee  on  your  way  back  if  you  find  a  store 
open.  There  isn't  any  in  the  house  and  you  say  you 
want  it  in  the  morning." 

"  Why  didn't  you  write  me  and  have  me  send  in  an 
order  ?  "  asked  Molly. 

"  I  didn't  think  of  it ;  food  doesn't  worry  me.  A 
cup  of  tea  and  some  candy  and  biscuits  and  I'm  happy. 
If  Jack  wants  big  dinners,  he  can  cook  them." 

Darly  stirred  uneasily.  "Jack  needs  a  great  deal 
of  nourishment,"  she  said,  in  spite  of  herself.  "  He 
works  so  hard.'* 

Stephanie  laughed.  "  He  looks  starved,  doesn't 
he?  Well,  I've  a  new  can  opener  and  I  sha'n't  hesi- 
tate to  use  it  1  Good  night  —  now  come  often."  She 
stood  back  in  the  hall  with  its  impracticable  mahogany 
rack  and  watched  them  go. 

Then  she  sat  down  at  her  desk  and  wrote : 

Dear  Aunt  Reba: 

Paul  and  Molly  and  the  wonderful  "  Darly  "  have  just  hon- 
ored us!  I  kept  J.  under  cover  until  we  were  setded.  If  I 
hadn't  he  would  have  had  his  mother  down  here  telling  me 
where  to  put  my  things.  We  are  settled  now  and  the  place 
looks  well.  I  want  to  get  the  entertaining  and  receiving  enter- 
taining over.  Must  go  to  Molly's  for  dinner  on  Monday. 
The  beautiful  Nate  was  not  here  or  mentioned,  and  I  hope  she 
doesn't  come.  J's  mother  gave  us  some  fruit;  she  thinks  I  am 
abusive  of  her  boy  already.  Try  to  match  the  enclosed  sam- 
ples ;  I  want  to  make  pillow  covers  for  the  davenport. 

Have  any  more  gifts  come? 

You  don't  know  how  nice  it  is  to  not  have  to  worry  about 
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money.  I  spoke  to  J.  about  the  diamond  but  he  was  not  en- 
thusiastic. Said  he  might  try  to  buy  yours!  The  poor  lamb 
doesn't  know  they  are  paste. 

The  hotel  was  a  dream ;  wish  we  could  have  stayed  on  for- 
ever. We  will  spend  Christmas  in  New  York.  This  town  is 
awful;  there  may  be  nice  people  in  the  building  but  every  one 
looks  dowdy  and  seems  interested  in  the  heathen.  Come  soon 
—  I  am  tired,  so  I  will  close. 

With  love, 

Stephanie. 

Leaving  Paul  and  Molly,  Jack  put  his  arm  through 
Darly's  and  they  walked  up  toward  the  brown  house, 
just  as  they  had  done  thousands  of  times.  To  Darly, 
it  seemed  a  cruel  dream  soon  to  be  wakened  from. 

"  Are  you  happy,  dear?  "  she  asked  as  soon  as  they 
were  alone. 

"  I  don't  deserve  to  be  so  happy,"  Jack  said  enthusi- 
astically. "  And  hasn't  Stephanie  taste  ?  That  little 
place  is  worthy  of  Paris.  Molly's  house  is  absolutely 
dowdy  beside  it." 

^'  It  is  unusual.  But  I  can't  imagine  living  there. 
It  doesn't  seem  like  a  truly  home." 

"  Well,  Stephanie  wanted  it  that  way,  and  of  course 
it's  Stephanie's  house,"  defended  Jack. 

"Of  course,  I  just  remarked  what  I  thought." 

"  Mother,  this  is  a  queer  thing  to  say,  but  Steve 
thinks  you  don't  love  her  and  she  is  worried  sick  about 
it;  cried  when  we  were  coming  home.  I  felt  beastly. 
She  wants  a  mother  so  and  she  adores  you  —  and  she 
feels  you  don't  care.  I  wondered  if  you  wouldn't  go 
to  see  her  often  and  make  her  feel  differently?  '* 

"  Of  course." 
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"  I  made  a  perfect  fool  of  myself  just  before  we 
came  away  by  not  understanding  Stephanie's  feelings. 
She's  as  shy  as  a  wood  violet  and  as  sensitive  as  a  but- 
terfly. She  tries  hiding  it  by  being  cold  and  formal. 
It's  all  a  pretend  to  cover  up  the  other.  I  do  hope 
Molly  will  be  nice  to  her  — " 

"  Why,  my  dear,  Molly  fully  intends  to  be  — " 
Darly  was  so  far  out  in  the  sea  and  Jack  so  far  inside 
the  calm,  bright  pool.  They  would  have  better  each 
spoken  in  a  different  tongue. 

*'  Stephanie  wants  an  engagement  ring,  Darly,  and 
I  can't  afford  to  get  it.  I  wasn't  going  to  say  anything 
about  it,  but  she  kept  looking  at  Molly's  ring  and  yours 
to-night,  poor  little  girl,  and  I  know  it  hurts.  Steph- 
anie could  have  married  money,  but  she  chose  love, 
and  while  she  doesn't  complain  I  know  she  thinks  of 
the  difference  — " 

*'  You  have  spent  all  your  bank  account  in  furnish- 
ing the  flat  and  at  the  hotel,  haven't  you?  " 

"  Yes,  but  that  was  to  be  expected.  From  now  on 
I  shall  save.  I'm  going  to  plunge  back  into  work 
hard.     I've  something  to  work  for  now'' 

Darly  shivered. 

"Cold?" 

"  No.     Go  on  —  she  wants  an  engagement  ring  — " 

"  She  wanted  me  to  —  to  buy  one  of  your  stones  — 
you  wear  them  so  little.  Darly,  please  tell  me  a  fair 
price  and  let  me  make  an  offer  —  you  name  whatever 
you  like  and  I'll  pay  down  — " 

"  I  cannot  sell  my  son  a  ring.  Let  Stephanie  wait. 
Perhaps  I  may  give  her  one." 
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"That's  wonderful  of  you,  Darly,  but  she  —  she 
really  wants  it  now.  Feels  a  sense  of  pride,  you  know. 
I  don't  say  it's  right,  but  women  fuss  a  lot  about  such 
things  and  —  you  —  you  understand." 

"  I  will  think  of  it,  but  please  say  nothing  definite 
to  Stephanie  until  I  decide."  They  had  reached  the 
doorstep  and  Darly  was  thankful. 

"  I  won't.  Honor  bright.  I  want  you  and  Steve 
to  be  as  happy  as  any  one  can  make  you."  Jack 
paused.  "  Mother,  have  you  a  little  coffee  ?  There 
won't  be  a  store  open ;  Stephanie  is  used  to  New  York 
hours.  I  haven't  had  any  in  three  days  and  I  need  it 
before  I  go  back  to  the  office." 

"  Wait  inside,"  said  Darly,  as  if  she  were  speaking 
to  a  delivery  boy.  She  came  back  with  some  and  a 
bag  of  muffins.     "  There  —  was  there  anything  else  ?  " 

"  No,  thanks.  We'll  be  up  in  a  day  or  so  and  then 
Sunday  you  must  come  down  —  Aren't  you  going  to 
Paul  and  Molly's  for  Monday  night  dinner  ?  " 

"  No,  you  four  had  better  have  a  bridal  reunion  to- 
gether," she  laughed. 

"Well,  then,  until  I  see  you  —  take  best  care  of 
yourself."     He  kissed  her  lightly  on  the  cheek. 

"  Good  night,  my  boy." 

"  Good  night,  madre  mia  — "  he  started  down  the 
steps,  whistling  for  sheer  joy. 

"  You  didn't  ask  about  Nate,"  called  Darly. 

"  By  Jove,  that's  so  1     How  is  she  ?  " 

"  Very  well.  I'd  like  to  tell  her  you  asked,  that 
was  alL" 


CHAPTER  IX 

STEPHANIE  enjoyed  herself  at  Molly's  on  Mon- 
day  for  two  reasons :  One,  because  she  had  an 
excellent,  well-cooked  meal  and  it  saved  her  both 
trouble  and  expense;  and  the  other,  because  it  was 
amusing  to  see  how  flushed  and  excited  Molly  grew 
over  serving  the  dinner,  jumping  up  every  now  and 
then  to  bring  in  something  else  or  take  it  out.  To  her 
mind,  Molly  and  Paul  were  ridiculous,  and  although 
she  admitted  that  Molly  had  a  Spanish  beauty  which 
clothes  neither  made  nor  marred  and  that  the  house 
was  rather  cunning,  yet  Stephanie  took  a  delight  in 
watching  them,  with  a  view  to  future  ridicule,  and  see* 
ing  how  deeply  in  love  they  were. 

Stephanie's  housekeeping  was  of  a  peculiar  but  not 
unusual  sort.  She  had  spoken  truly  when  she  said 
she  had  a  new  can  opener  and  should  not  hesitate  to 
use  it.  In  the  first  place,  she  did  not  get  up  to  get 
Jack's  breakfast  and  see  him  off.  She  had  not  done  it 
in  New  York  and  she  would  not  now.  She  kissed  him 
graciously  from  the  depths  of  a  rose-flowered  quilt, 
and  Jack  bravely  trudged  out  to  make  miserable  coffee 
and  burn  toast  and  over-boil  eggs,  clearing  up  as  best 
he  could  and  tiptoeing  around  so  as  not  to  awaken 
Stephanie.  He  carried  away  with  him  the  impression 
of  a  very  frail,  dainty  girl  in  a  point  d* esprit  cap  and 
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a  nightgown,  a  mass  of  soft  silk  and  ribbons,  resting 
like  a  princess  in  a  canopied,  ivory  bed.  This  helped 
counteract  the  influence  of  the  coffee,  the  toast,  and 
the  hard-boiled  eggs  I 

After  Stephanie  had  slept  until  there  was  no  use  try- 
ing any  longer,  she  rose  and  dressed  herself  in  a  house 
frock,  bundling  her  uncombed  hair  under  a  ruffled  cap. 
Then  she  proceeded  to  make  some  tea  and  eat  sweet 
biscuits  and  marmalade,  reading  the  paper  in  search 
of  bargain  sales  or  an  afternoon  matinee. 

This  answered  the  purpose  of  both  her  lunch  and 
breakfast.  She  grew  energetic  upon  finishing,  and 
took  the  oiled  mop  to  make  the  floors  shiny  and  put 
her  bedroom  and  Uving-room  in  immaculate  order. 
(Jack  ate  in  the  kitchenette.)  She  now  dressed  her- 
self with  the  greatest  of  care.  Unless  it  was  pouring 
rain  she  sauntered  downtown,  conscious  that  every  one 
looked  after  her,  to  buy  a  bit  of  lace  or  neckwear,  had 
a  fruit  sundae  and  cake  at  the  best  confectioner's,  went 
to  a  movie  or  a  matinee,  or  came  home  with  an  insipid 
novel  and  some  candy,  over  which  she  dallied  until 
nearly  dinner  time. 

Dinner  was  purely  presided  over  by  the  can  opener, 
so  far  as  soup  and  vegetables  were  concerned,  with 
chops  or  steaks  poorly  fried  and  a  gelatine  or  baker 
shop  dessert.  (Jiffy-jell  was  a  great  favorite.)  Jack 
was  set  to  washing  the  dishes,  while  Stephanie,  dress- 
ing for  the  evening  perhaps  or  lying  down,  encouraged 
him  by  an  occasional  coo  and  read  extracts  of  letters 
from  her  New  York  friends  who  were  one  mad  whirl 
of  gaiety. 
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The  inhabitants  of  the  apartment  house  came  to 
call  —  their  houses  were  somewhat  after  Stephanie's 
own  heart  —  and  they  formed  a  candy-bridge  club,  at 
each  meeting  of  which  the  hostess  was  supposed  to 
contribute  a  five-pound  box  of  special  chocolates  and 
some  sweet  wine.  This  was  entirely  demolished. 
Jack  had  protested  at  first,  since  it  gave  Stephanie 
headaches  and  took  away  her  appetite.  But  he  had 
been  shamed  into  silence  when  the  fact  of  her  loneliness 
was  held  up  as  a  rebuke,  and  Stephanie  promptly 
joined  a  thimble  dub  whose  refreshments  consisted  of 
a  whipped-cream  salad,  coffee,  ices  and  cakes,  and 
whose  aim  was  to  sew  on  crepe  de  chine  bodices  and 
talk  scandal  faster  than  they  sewed. 

These  two  clubs,  an  evening  card  club,  and  a  Satur- 
day night  dancing  class  into  which  Jack  was  dragged 
took  up  Stephanie's  interest.  And  what  with  occa- 
sional visits  to  Darly  —  for  meals  —  and  occasional 
visits  to  Molly  —  also  for  meals  —  and  visits  down- 
town, Stephanie's  days  passed. 

Her  new  friends  admired  her  home  and  her  clothes 
and  her  style,  and  the  way  she  commanded  her  hus- 
band's very  thoughts.  Jack,  with  all  the  patience  in 
the  world,  scurried  his  belongings  into  the  most  minute 
corners  of  the  place  and  praised  the  canned  tomato 
soup  and  the  chocolate  instantaneous  pudding  with  a 
pathetic  loyalty. 

There  developed  other  evening  parties  with  Steph- 
anie's new-found  friends,  and  Jack  manfully  stayed 
up  until  past  one  and  rose  at  six  to  cook  his  breakfast 
and  hum  softly,  trying  to  work  all  day  as  if  he  had  sat 
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at  Darly's  round  table  to  demolish  a  roast  and  home- 
made bread. 

Yet  no  one  could  accuse  Stephanie  of  ever  doing  any- 
thing but  the  proper  thing.  When  she  entertained  her 
clubs,  there  were  the  smartest  place  cards  and  the  most 
novel  salads,  bought  from  a  caterer,  and  the  most  clever 
costumes  which  she  showed  them,  saying  they  were  just 
little  things  she  had  tossed  together,  intimating  always 
that  her  aunt  had  a*  large  income  of  which  she  would 
be  possessed  some  day  and  then  everything  would  be 
as  she  had  always  been  accustomed  to  it. 

Stephanie  was  also  shrewd  enough  not  to  appear 
brainless.  She  had  a  certain  number  of  good  sound- 
ing comments  to  use  when  she  became  involved  in  a 
really  intellectual  conversation.  To  be  sure,  she 
fought  against  being  involved,  after  the  fashion  of  a 
rat  escaping  from  a  terrier,  but  when  cornered  and  the 
terrier  upon  her,  she  could  fight  back.  She  had  French 
phrases  to  introduce  skillfully  and  a  naive  inquiry  or 
so  —  when  she  was  talking  with  men  —  which  should 
make  them  feel  a  sudden,  chivalrous  interest  in  her  be- 
cause of  her  charming  innocence  and,  incidentally, 
their  own  implied  wisdom  1  She  knew  the  titles  of  the 
best  books  and  plays  and  operas,  and  she  took  it  for 
granted  that  every  one  else  had  studied  them  carefully 
and  every  one  was  forced  to  take  it  for  granted  that 
she  had. 

There  was  something  of  the  quality  of  the  sponge 
about  Stephanie.  She  could  not  give  out  i^iless  she 
first  absorbed.  For  instance,  if  Molly  said  anything 
unusually  funny  or  Jack  unusually  thoughtful  or  she 
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gleaned  from  Darly  an  odd  bit  of  information  betray- 
ing a  thorough  knowledge  of  the  matter  —  all  these 
were  labeUed  and  tucked  away  in  Stephanie's  mind  to 
be  used  at  the  right  time. 

If  it  was  not  rainy  Stephanie  always  went  to  church. 
She  had  a  charming  set  of  brown  leather  prayer  books, 
with  a  covering  of  Austrian  enamel  in  the  form  of  a 
dull  gold  and  lavender  cross.  They  displayed  well. 
And,  what  was  more,  Stephanie  always  was  leaving 
them  behind  in  some  conspicuous  place  and  rushing 
back  to  get  them  anxiously.  By  degrees,  every  parish- 
ioner had  seen  and  examined  the  prayer  books  and,  to 
their  astonishment,  found  them  to  be  printed  in  French. 
Stephanie  would  smile  and  look  pensive  when  they  ex- 
claimed at  the  fact. 

"  My  dear  old  prayer  books,"  she  would  say  with  a 
tremble  in  her  voice;  "  they  were  mother's  1  She  was 
educated  in  Paris,  you  know  —  they  have  a  thousand 
associations  I " 

The  entire  congregation  thought  it  to  be  both  a 
mark  of  piety,  refinement,  sentiment,  and  all  around 
virtue  —  just  why,  they  could  not  have  told. 

She  had  thrown  the  book,  enamel  cover  and  all,  at 
Aunt  Reba  when  she  was  angry  —  and  she  confessed 
to  Jack,  during  a  spiteful  mood,  that  she  did  not  know 
two  lines  of  anything  in  it.  But  it  looked  well  and 
was  something  odd. 

Stephanie  never  attended  sewing  circles ;  she  was  too 
busy  with  her  own  wardrobe.  But  she  was  always 
standing  at  the  foremost  booth  of  a  bazaar  to  sell  red 
satin  roses  at  a  dollar  apiece. 
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"  It  is  too  bad  you  aren't  going  to  die  young,  Jack," 
she  said  one  day.  ^^  As  a  widow  I  could  make  people 
fall  on  their  knees." 

And  Jack,  still  blinded  by  the  rose-colored  glasses, 
spent  the  best  part  of  a  half  holiday  trying  to  convince 
himself  that  Stephanie  had  been  joking  and  that  she 
really  loved  him  I 

Once,  Nate  called.  Stephanie  had  been  going  out 
and  she  had  made  no  pretense  that  there  was  ample 
time  to  spare.  Nate  had  come  into  the  black-and- 
white  room  with  a  perplexed,  awkward  air.  She  was 
wearing  a  tweed  Norfolk  suit  with  a  soft  felt  hat,  and 
she  looked  like  a  healthy  but  unhappy  woodsprite  en- 
larged by  a  microscope  and  taken  captive  for  some 
professor's  collection. 

Stephanie,  radiant  in  orange  silk  with  an  emerald 
laced  bodice  and  a  hat  to  match,  had  been  very  sweet 
and  equally  sarcastic. 

^^  What  a  shame  Fm  going  out,  my  dear,"  she  said. 
^^  It's  to  an  afternoon  club  I  can't  miss.  But  then, 
Jack  will  be  home  early  —  wait  and  see  him  ?  I  be- 
lieve you  knew  it  and  came  on  purpose.'*  She  threw 
back  her  stylish  yellow  head  to  laugh. 

"  No,  Stephanie,  I've  been  meaning  to  come  ever 
since  you  were  at  home,  but  Vm  unusually  busy  all  day 
and  I  know  you  are  unusually  busy  all  of  your  eve- 
nings. Molly  tells  me  about  you."  It  was  a  hard 
call  for  Nate  and  Stephanie  knew  it. 

"  Well,  if  you  won't  stay  to  see  your  old  sweetheart, 
I'll  have  to  drag  you  along  with  me."  Stephanie  was 
watching  every  shade  of  expression  in  the  girl's  face. 
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"  What  odd  clothes  you  wear,  Nate,"  she  added,  as 
they  went  out  together;  "  some  time  you  must  let  me 
design  a  suit  for  you;  you  don't  look  as  well  as  you 
could.  You  want  to  be  thinking  of  marriage  and  set- 
tling down." 

Nate  laughed.  '^  I  sha'n't  bother  my  head  about 
that.  I  can't  wear  fussy  things.  Molly  and  Darly 
can  — 

Stephanie  waited  for  her  to  finish.  *'  Don't  you 
want  to  be  married?"  she  asked,  as  soon  as  she  re- 
alized that  Nate  was  not  going  to  admit  that  Stephanie 
could  wear  "  fussy  things  "  too  1 

"  Not  a  bit  of  it.  I'm  jolly  well  as  I  am.  I'm 
turning  down  here  to  go  to  the  bookstore.  Going  the 
other  way?  Come  and  see  me  some  Sunday  afternoon 
or  any  evening  you  like." 

"  Oh,  thank  you  so  much  —  we  will.  It's  such  a 
big  house,  Nate,  you  must  be  very  lonesome." 

"  I  keep  happy,"  said  Nate  shortly,  tramping  away. 

A  block  later  she  ran  into  Jack.  It  was  the  first 
time  she  had  seen  him  alone  since  he  was  married  — 
and  that  had  been  over  three  months.  Darly  had 
helped  her  keep  away,  and  Molly  and  Paul,  blind  to 
everything  but  themselves,  had  not  noticed.  Steph- 
anie had.  But  it  behooved  her,  just  now,  to  be  si- 
lent. 

"  Well,  Nate,"  said  Jack  cordially,  holding  out  his 
hand,  "  you  old  truant  1  Where  in  the  world  have  you 
hidden?  I've  asked  for  you  and  twice  tried  to  'phone 
you  and  waited  for  you  to  come,  and  here  you  wouldn't 
have  shown  up  at  all  unless  I  cornered  you  publicly! 
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Now  turn  right  around  and  come  home  with  me.  Steve 
is  going  to  a  club  but  we'll  get  dinner  and  surprise 
her." 

Nate  wondered  if  she  looked  faint.  But  she  man- 
aged to  say  swiftly,  "  I  just  left  Stephanie  —  and  I 
can't  come  back.  She  was  very  nice  and  —  and  wanted 
me  to  stay  but  I  couldn't.  Engagement.  I've  been 
rushed  and  doing  the  last  of  the  fall  tramps  while  the 
weather  holds  good.  You'll  see  enough  of  me  this 
winter." 

"Well,  you  better  say  that," — Jack  still  held  her 
hand.  "  I  want  you  to  know  Stephanie.  I'm  awfully 
happy,  Nate,  and  I'm  going  to  pass  it  around." 

"Are  you?"  she  said  slowly;  "well,  that's  good 
news,  Jack." 

"  We've  been  too  good  pals,  Nate,  not  to  have  it  a 
three-cornered  affair.  Some  afternoon  I'll  make  my 
Steve  put  on  a  short  skirt  and  we'll  all  have  an  old- 
time  hike.     What  do  you  say?  " 

"  I'd  love  to."  It  seemed  as  if  everything  was 
growing  dark  around  her.  She  wanted  to  get  away 
and  not  let  Jack  see  the  pain  in  her  face.  "  Good-bye, 
Jack;  bring  Stephanie  down  to  Basswood." 

"  You  bet  I  will.  I'm  due  to  get  the  provisions  for 
to-night  so  I'll  have  to  bound  along," — ^Jack  smiled 
and  passed  on. 

Nate  remained  watching  the  telegraph  wires  go 
sliding  into  one  and  then  coming  back  into  threes  and 
fours  and  fives.  People  passed  her,  wondering  at  the 
whiteness  of  her  face.  Finally,  she  squared  of{  her 
shoulders. 
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**  I'll  take  tea  with  Darly  to-night/'  she  thought  and 
stopped  in  at  the  nearest  florist's  for  a  flower  —  as 
Jack  used  to  do  before  there  was  Stephanie  I 

The  day  before  Christmas,  Darly  came  down  to 
the  apartment  in  the  early  afternoon.  She  found 
Stephanie  in  a  negligee  and  uncombed  hair,  busy  ''  slick- 
^S  up-"  Aunt  Reba  had  postponed  coming  to  Lan- 
caster until  they  returned  from  New  York  at  the  holi- 
days and  Stephanie  was  in  a  hurry  to  get  her  own  and 
Jack's  bags  packed  for  the  afternoon  train. 

"Oh  —  I'm  so  glad,"  she  began  vaguely,  putting 
her  mop  away.  '^  I  was  so  afraid  I  wouldn't  see  you. 
But  Jack  said  he  was  going  to  lunch  with  you  to-day. 
Did  he  bring  you  my  present?  " 

**  Yes,  I  sha'n't  open  it  until  to-morrow  —  we  never 
do."     Darly  kissed  her. 

"  I  gave  Jack  the  loveliest  tea  set  —  Wedgewood  — 
it  just  goes  on  the  tea  cart  and  he  is  giving  me  a 
watch." 

**  I  am  sure  Jack  will  appreciate  the  tea  set,"  re- 
marked Darly.     "  Are  you  nearly  ready  to  go  ?  " 

**  Nearly.  And  I'm  so  homesick.  I  can  hardly 
wait."  Stephanie  sat  down  with  an  aggrieved  attitude. 
She  began  looking  at  Darly's  old-faShioned  seal  coat. 

"  When  will  you  be  coming  back?  " 

"  Jack  has  to  be  back  the  second  of  January,  but  I 
am  going  to  stay  and  come  back  with  Auntie  about  the 
middle.     I  want  to  see  all  my  friends." 

"  I'll  take  care  of  Jack,"  promised  Darly  gladly. 

"  He'll  bother  you  for  some  meals  but  he  must  stay 
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right  here  to  see  about  the  milk  and  mail  and  —  keep 
the  place  going,"  Stephanie  answered  quickly.  *'  I 
hope  you  have  a  very  pleasant  holiday/'  She  was  go- 
ing to  add,  '^  Mrs.  Heath,"  but  didn't  dare.  She  had 
never  called  her  anything  in  particular,  being  in  the 
same  class  as  the  boy  afraid  of  his  eminent  parent  and 
addressing  him  as  ''  I  say  "  until  reaching  the  age  of 
forty. 

"  We  are  going  to  Molly's  for  dinner."  Darly's 
eyes  did  not  smile  but  her  lips  did.  It  was  the  first 
year  there  had  not  been  a  celebration  at  the  old  brown 
house  I  ''  Stephanie,  Jack  has  told  me  you  wanted  an 
engagement  ring.  I  did  not  like  the  idea  of  selling 
my  son  a  diamond,  but  I  will  give  you  this  stone  and 
you  may  have  it  set  as  you  please  while  you  are  away. 
It  is  quite  a  good  one."  She  laid  a  little  chamois  case 
on  the  table. 

"  Why,  you  darling  thing  —  Mother  Heath,  you're 
too  generous,"  began  Stephanie,  forgetting  the  lateness 
of  the  hour  and  the  train.  "  I  can't  ever  thank 
you  — " 

''  Sometimes,  when  a  diamond  means  so  much  to  one 
that  there  is  no  peace  until  it  comes  into  their  posses- 
sion, it  is  better  that  they  have  it  —  rather  than  to 
shatter  the  ideals  of  a  man  who  loves  them."  Darly 
rose  and  fastened  her  coat.  She  spoke  in  a  marked, 
even  voice. 

For  the  first  time,  Stephanie  was  speechless.  A  dull 
blush  showed  in  her  cheeks.  She  laid  the  case  on  the 
table  and  her  hands  twitched  nervously.  She  had  not 
estimated  that  Darly  was  quite  so  wise  yet  apparently 
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so  quiet.  And  with  the  shrewdness  which  enabled  her 
to  map  out  things  as  she  wished,  she  told  herself  that 
Jack's  Darly  was  not  a  faded  doll  but  a  woman  who 
understood  her  —  as  only  a  clever  woman  can  I 


CHAPTER  X 

|AUL  dear,  you  seem  to  forget  that  people 
need  linen  presses  and  sensible  kitchens.'' 
Molly  laid  down  the  blue  prints  to  look  at 
Paul  reproachfully. 

Paul  knocked  the  ashes  from  his  pipe  and  snuggled 
contentedly  among  the  divan  pillows.  "  Tell  me  where 
it's  weak,  Molly-Bunch.     I  never  dispute  you  I  " 

"  Well,"  said  Molly,  her  little  face  very  severe,  "  if 
I  were  ordering  you  to  plan  this  house,  I  should  say: 
'  Why,  Mr.  Kail,  you  old  stupid,  do  you  think  I  can 
put  all  my  dishes  in  a  doll  cupboard  even  if  you  have 
made  me  a  library  that  a  king  would  envy?  And 
where,  oh  where,  is  a  nice  place  for  brooms  and  mops 
and  when  my  canned  fruit  is  ready  —  do  you  think  I 
can  put  it  on  that  silly  shelf?  Oh,  Mr.  Kail,  do  have 
a  care  I  *  Then  I  would  make  you  do  it  all  over 
again — "  Molly  paused  and  then  flew  over  to  the 
divan  to  nestle  beside  her  husband  and  kiss  him. 

Paul  took  up  the  prints  and  scratched  his  head  per- 
plexedly. "  Molly-Bunch,  you  are  the  most  awfullest 
slave  driver  that  ever  drove  a  chap  —  but  you  are 
always  right  I  That's  why  I  want  to  have  you  pass 
approval  on  all  I  do.  When  I  get  to  planning  those 
ninety-tower  cathedrals  you  talk  of  in  your  sleep,  I 

want  you  to  sit  right  where  you  are  in  the  big  chair 

io6 
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with  a  mending  basket  tipping  off  the  arm,  and  have 
your  blue-black  hair  all  rumpled,  because  youVe  been 
kissed,  and  wear  an  old  rose  wool  frock  cut  square  to 
show  the  ivory  neck  of  you  —  and  I  want  you  to  take 
the  prints  of  the  ninety-tower  cathedrals  in  those  little 
hands  and  whisper  just  which  one  of  the  ninety  towers 
is  going  to  topple  over  if  I  don't  change  it  1  "  There 
was  something  very  sweet  in  Paul's  voice,  something 
which  the  outside  world  never  heard. 

Molly  threw  back  her  head  proudly.  "  I  want  to 
be  so  proud  of  you,"  she  said,  "  and  you're  so  worth 
while.  I  just  can't  rest  if  I  think  of  a  single  thing 
that  would  help  boost.  You're  an  idealist,  and  li- 
braries and  window  seats  and  landscape  gardens  make 
you  forget  practical  drains  and  backstairs  and  pantry 
room.  That's  my  half,  to  remember  them  and  nag 
at  you  until  you  put  them  in.  Paul,  this  house  is  go- 
ing to  be  a  dream  —  when  you  put  in  linen  presses 
and  a  broom  closet." 

Paul  patted  her  on  the  back.  "  All  right.  Bunch, 
I'll  change  it  to-morrow.  Now  let's  don't  talk  busi- 
ness any  more.  I've  told  you  everything  up  to  date 
and  we  can  play !  " 

Molly  laughed.  "  I'll  tuck  the  mending  off  and 
we'll  read  out  loud,  if  you  like,  or  try  cribbage." 

"  Let's  talk,"  said  Paul.  "  I'll  get  some  apples 
and  nuts.  I  feel  like  a  gossip  to-night."  He  stood 
up,  Molly  patting  out  the  wrinkles  in  his  house-coat. 
**  Here's  a  kiss  before  I  go  wandering  in  the  cellar," 
he  bent  over  her  tenderly.     Then  he  left  the  room. 

She  jammed  the  cover  on  the  big  workbasket,  filled 
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with  "  ornery  **  socks  and  buttonless  underwear.  Then 
she  turned  out  the  sidelights,  leaving  only  the  soft 
glow  of  the  wicker  shaded  lamp  and  the  crackle  of  the 
open  wood  fire. 

It  was  a  pretty  house,  homey  and  comfortable  and 
filled  with  an  atmosphere  of  love,  but  Molly  was  by 
far  the  prettiest  thing  in  it.  Prettier  than  the  old  girl- 
Molly  or  the  bride  in  her  satin  dress.  Love  had 
done  much  for  Molly  because  it  was  a  love  savoring 
of  the  maternal,  although  neither  of  them  realized  it 
yet,  Molly  was  Paul's  crutch ;  his  inspiration  through 
hard,  tedious  days  or  blue,  idle  ones;  his  recreation, 
salvation — ^tender  wife  all  in  one.  And  to  Molly's 
eager  fierce  heart,  Paul,  with  his  gentle  honesty  and 
dreams,  was  a  precious,  wonderful  child-husband  to 
be  taken  care  of,  from  being  properly  fed  and  mended 
up  to  being  made  to  set  a  goal  and  strive  for  it. 

Molly  drew  two  chairs  before  the  open  fire.  She 
looked  out  a  moment  at  the  driving  January  sleet  and 
shivered  contentedly.     Then  she  sat  down  and  waited. 

Paul  came  tumbling  back  with  a  plate  of  apples  and 
the  nut  bowl  crowded  to  the  brim.  "  Well,*  I  call  this 
about  as  good  as  anything  Heaven  can  offer,"  he  said, 
entirely  unconscious  of  irreverence.  "  Molly,  how  the 
deuce  do  you  suppose  Jack  ever  stands  that  —  that 
girl?"  This  was  quite  a  libel,  coming  from  Paul's 
usually  praising  lips. 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  He  loves  her.  He  wor- 
ships her  blindly.  Darly  says  that  since  he  came  back 
from  New  York  and  left  her  there,  he  has  been  like  a 
captive  animal  counting  off  the  days  until  she  came 
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back.  Stephanie  has  stayed  ten  days  longer  than  she 
said  —  and  that's  not  fair  to  Jack.  But  she  is  coming 
to-night'* 

^'  Fd  just  as  soon  live  in  a  cell  as  that  black-and- 
white  bandbox,"  Paul  added,  attacking  a  walnut 
"Wouldn't  you?  Can  you  imagine  sitting  before  a 
smoking,  spark-emitting  wood  fire,  getting  the  floor  all 
littered  with  shells,  or  wearing  lounging  clothes  —  in 
Stephanie's  house  ?  " 

"  No.  Stephanie  belongs  in  a  hotel.  She  belongs 
in  New  York  and  that  is  where  she  is  aiming  for.  She 
wanted  Jack  to  try  to  change  his  position  when  he  was 
there  for  the  holidays." 

"  I  hope  Jack  won't  be  such  an  idiot." 

"  He  could  get  nothing.  I  don't  think  Jack  is  do- 
ing overly  well  —  Darly  hasn't  told  of  his  extra  sales 
and  she  would  have  if  there  were  any." 

"  It's  a  shame."  Paul  flipped  a  shell  into  the  fire. 
"  I  don't  know  what  the  girl's  scheme  of  things  is. 
She's  not  a  woman;  she's  a  creature.  All  she  cares 
for  is  clothes  and  furniture  and  scandals.  I've  seen 
her  downtown,  walking  by  dressed  like  an  actress  and 
proud  of  it." 

"  Her  aunt  comes  back  with  her  to-night" 

"  That  won't  be  any  too  pleasant.  I  can't  see 
where  there  is  room  to  breathe  in  that  place  —  can 
you?" 

"  No.  Still  they  manage  to  entertain  and  they  go 
out  a  good  deal.  Stephanie  goes  to  Darly's  for  meals 
—  and  Jack  helps  her  with  the  work." 

"Poor  Darly  I" 
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Molly  was  silent. 

"  What  arc  you  thinking  about,  Bunch?  " 
^'  How  marriage  changes  things.  It's  bound  to, 
you  know.  And  what  a  terrible  thing  it  is  to  be  un- 
happy 1  To  marry  some  one  you  thought  was  an  ideal 
wife  or  husband  and  have  them  fail  you.  Fve  been 
so  happy,  Paul,  that  sometimes  it  makes  me  tremble." 
She  put  out  her  hand  and  he  grasped  it  reassuringly. 
**  I  want  to  try  to  live  the  right  way,  even  if  I  am 
simple  and  slow.  And  to  have  a  really,  truly  home. 
I  don't  care  about  the  things  Stephanie  does.  I've 
tried  to.  Here's  a  fireside  confession,  lord  and  mas- 
ter. I  went  with  Stephanie  once  to  a  club  and  tried 
to  make  myself  join.  I  couldn't.  All  they  talked  of 
were  scandals  about  those  not  present  and  intimate 
secrets  of  their  own  lives,  which  made  me  blush  to 
listen  to,  and  why  they  wanted  no  children,  and  how  a 
wife  should  not  allow  a  husband's  family  to  intrude,  of 
clothes  copied  from  chorus  girls  and  artists'  models. 
Frankly,  Paul,  that  is  true  —  and  of  jewelry  and  how 
to  stint  the  larder  and  be  able  to  conceal  it,  of  dyeing 
hair  and  the  way  of  skillful  rouging,  the  new  dances, 
the  newest  cocktail,  the  latest  popular  music,  the  way 
to  get  most  without  giving  1  They  voted  me  old  fash- 
ioned and  odd  and  said  it  was  a  shame  I  didn't  have 
Darly's  string  of  pearls  reset  and  enough  smuggled 
out  of  the  strand  to  make  a  ring  and  earrings  and  a 
pendant.  We  just  didn't  agree.  And  Stephanie  was 
ashamed  of  me  and  I  was  ashamed  of  Stephanie  1  So 
I  went  right  over  to  the  Babies'  nursery  headquarters 
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that  very  afternoon  and  pledged  myself  for  an  after- 
noon a  week  as  punishment  I '' 

"  You  miserable  sinner  1  " 

"  Ah,  but  truly,  Paul,  it's  unhealthy  the  way  young 
wives  of  to-day  are  living.  I  have  good  times  with 
the  old  friends  —  we  have  our  parties  and  our  frolics 
—  but  we're  not  ashamed  to  sew  and  bake  and  house- 
keep —  and  to  be  wives."  Molly's  eyes  turned  like 
dewey  violets  as  she  spoke  but  Paul  did  not  notice. 

"  Now,  Nate  has  a  lot  of  healthy  interests,"  Paul 
added,  "  although  you  and  Nate  are  far  removed  in 
common  interests.  She  has  the  ragamuffins  she  takes 
for  nature  walks  and  the  children  in  the  hospital  she 
reads  to,  her  gym  work  —  and  Slim  1  Then  Darly's 
her  own  special  diversion  —  those  two  are  actually 
talking  of  going  to  California  and  starting  a  ranch." 

"  They  never  will,"  said  Molly.  "  California  is 
Nate's  Carcassonne.  But  you're  right,  Paul.  Nate  is 
healthy  minded  and  we're  mighty  good  friends.  Of 
course  Stephanie  has  been  horried  to  Nate.  Nate  dis- 
likes Stephanie  and  Stephanie  sneers  at  Nate.  But 
Nate  acts  like  a  lady  and  Stephanie  never  can.  She's 
mean  m  everything  she  says  about  Nate." 

"  Do  you  think  Stephanie  really  loves  Jack?  " 

"  I  don't  know.  Perhaps  as  much  as  she  can.  We 
so  often  expect  things  of  people  that  really  are  not  in 
the  people."  The  clock  chimed  ten.  Molly  smoth- 
ered a  yawn. 

"Tired,  Bunch?" 

"  A  little.     Not  fashionable,  but  I  am." 
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"  Then  let's  turn  in  —  I've  a  lot  to  do  to-morrow." 

"  Paul," —  Molly  stood  up  facing  him,  her  face 
aglow  — *'  if  —  if  you  were  asked  to  make  use  of  our 
spare  room  —  what  would  you  use  it  for?  " 

Paul  looked  at  her  in  surprise.  "  Why  —  let's  see 
—  not  going  to  make  me  work  at  home  —  or  is  Nate 
going  to  sell  old  Basswood  and  come  here  like  she 
should?" 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  Blind  —  blind,"  she  said 
wistfully.  "  Think  hard  1  It's  a  pretty  room  with 
just  the  right  space  for  a  tiny  crib  and  a  chest  of  draw- 
ers, and  over  by  the  window  there  could  be  a  table  to 
dress  the  baby  on  —  you  could  make  it  out  of  the  old 
rosewood  one  in  the  attic  —  and  enamel  it  white  — " 

Paul  clasped  her  in  his  arms.  "  Molly,  darling,'* 
he  whispered,  "  is  it  really  so?  " 

"  In  the  summer,"  she  said  softly. 

There  were  tears  in  Paul's  eyes.  "  Molly,"  he  said, 
as  she  looked  up  at  him,  "  I  couldn't  love  you  any 
more  than  I  always  have  —  but  there's  no  law  saying 
a  man  shall  not  cannonize  his  wife,  is  there?  " 


CHAPTER  XI 

STEPHANIE  and  Aunt  Reba  came  home,  an- 
noyed by  the  bad  weather  and  the  late  train. 
But  Jack's  welcome  set  this  aside  from  sheer 
force.  He  was  positively  radiant,  and  began  talking 
about  everything  that  was  going  to  play  at  the  opera 
house  and  of  the  summer  vacation  and  of  how  glad  | 

he  was  Stephanie  had  had  a  long  holiday.     It  was  im- 
possible to  stay  irritated  —  openly. 

''  Darly  brought  Nancy  down  and  had  the  place 
cleaned,"  he  said,  unlocking  the  door. 

"  I  hope  they  didn't  upset  anything,"  Stephanie 
added  quickly,  looking  around  with  keen  eyes. 

"  Not  a  thing,  dear,  just  as  you  left  it.  Bless  you  1 
Aunt  Reba,  I  hope  you  don't  mind  if  I  kiss  Stephanie 
now  and  then?  " 

Aunt  Reba  was  busy  taking  in  her  new  surround- 
ings. She  had  a  difficult  position  to  maintain,  that  of 
leaving  a  New  York  boarding  house  for  the  apart- 
ment, but  apparently  happy  to  do  so,  of  managing 
Stephanie  as  she  knew  Stephanie  should  be  managed, 
giving  the  appearance  of  ease  and  luxury  as  regards 
her  income  and  yet '  being  somewhat  dependent  on 
Stephanie,  whose  greatest  lack  was  generosity  of  either 
material  or  spiritual  gifts. 

"  It's   rather   good   looking  —  but   crowded,"    she 
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said.  "  That  vase  is  out  of  place  —  who  gave  it  to 
you?" 

''  Nate  Kail  sent  it  to  Jack.  I'm  going  to  smash  it 
and  show  the  pieces  to  prove  it  was  a  catastrophe." 
Stephanie  rushed  into  her  bedroom  and  removed  her 
furs  and  coat.  "  Well,  it's  awfully  dead  here.  Jack, 
I've  got  to  go  to  New  York  for  Easter  if  I  never  have 
a  pair  of  gloves.  I'm  starved.  Is  there  anything  to 
eat?" 

There  was.  Jack  had  seen  to  that.  Aunt  Reba  re- 
buked him  for  setting  it  in  the  dining-room.  "  No 
need  of  making  crumbs,"  she  said  sharply.  This  was 
one  place  in  which  she  and  Stephanie  agreed  excel- 
lently. They  both  had  the  same  peculiar  form  of  ex- 
act neatness  —  but  in  reality  lack  of  proper  cleanli- 
ness I 

"  My  room  is  very  nice,  Stephanie,  but  I  think  the 
living-room  could  be  improved.  A  gilt  basket  with 
blue  ostrich  plumes  would  be  the  one  finishing  touch. 
Have  it  right  under  the  cheval  mirror." 

"  Yes,  I'm  going  to  get  one  as  soon  as  I  can  —  but 
there's  all  my  spring  clothes.  I  think  lavender  plumes 
would  be  the  most  effective.  One  of  my  neighbors 
downstairs  has  them  and  they  are  stunning.  Her 
mother  lives  with  her  and  she  is  anxious  to  meet  you. 
She  has  a  bridge  club  which  lacks  another  member." 

Aunt  Reba  beamed.  There  might  be  an  occasional 
oasis. 

*'  Aren't  you  glad  to  get  back,  dearest?  "  asked  Jack, 
who  had  been  temporarily  forgotten. 

"  Oh,  ever  so  much  —  you  old  dear  1     You've  been 
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a  good  boy,  I  hope?  "  Stephanie's  green  eyes  looked 
large  and  wistful. 

"  Good  as  I  could  be.     Ask  Darly." 

"  How  is  your  mother?  "  asked  Aunt  Reba. 

"  Very  well;  she  wants  us  to  come  to  supper  soon." 

"  That's  nice,"  Stephanie  said  graciously.  "  Jack's 
mother  has  such  good  things  to  eat.  You've  a  new 
shift  —  a  beauty." 

"  From  Darly.  My  others  were  getting  frayed. 
She  surprised  me  with  it." 

"  Then  the  money  I  allowed  for  a  dress  shirt  can 
buy  me  gloves,"  Stephanie's  fingers  tapped  gleefully 
on  the  polished  table. 

"Don't  spot  it,"  cautioned  Aunt  Reba;  "it's  ter- 
ribly hard  to  polish." 

"  How  often  did  you  go  to  your  mother's?  "  asked 
Stephanie. 

"  Now  I'll  confess,  I  stayed  there  1  Wasn't  any 
need  of  staying  here,  as  lonesome  as  the  north  pole. 
So  I  went  up  there  and  came  in  here  every  day  to  see 
that  things  were  all  right." 

Stephanie's  eyes  darkened. 

"  That  was  why  the  place  was  immaculate,"  Aunt 
Reba  informed  him.  "  A  man  living  here  alone  could 
never  have  done  it." 

"  Let's  go  to  bed,"  said  Stephanie  shortly.  "  I'm 
nearly  dead." 

Jack,  coming  into  their  room  after  clearing  away 
the  luncheon,  found  an  apparently  asleep  Stephanie  in 
all  her  filmy  loveliness. 

"Wake  up  a  minute,  Steve,"  he  begged,  leaning 
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over  her.  "  I  want  to  tell  you  it's  mighty  good  to  have 
you  back  — " 

Stephanie  sat  upright  in  bed,  her  eyes  black  with 
rage.     "  You  traitor,"  she  said  between  set  teeth. 

Jack  stood  back  aghast.  "  Steve,  aren't  you  well?  " 
he  began. 

"  You  went  to  your  mother's,"  she  continued  with- 
out answering.  "  I  told  you  hot  to  go.  She  wanted 
you.  She  was  determined  you  should*  She  is  jeal- 
ous of  me  and  hates  me  —  always  did.  You  went 
there  and  lied  to  me;  you,  who  talk  of  husbands  and 
wives  telling  each  other  everything  —  you,  traitor, 
liarl  I'll  never  forgive  you,  never," — Stephanie's 
rages  were  like  quick,  unheralded  storms  sweeping  over 
the  country  like  fast  mail  trains.  It  was  the  first  one 
Jack  had  ever  witnessed.  Therefore  it  was  stronger 
than  usual  with  all  its  pent-up  ardor.  "  We  may  live 
together  because  I've  my  aunt  on  my  hands  and  I  have 
a  little  pride.  It  was  bad  enough  to  go  to  Lancaster 
as  the  wife  of  a  tan  and  hide  salesman  and  have  every 
one  in  New  York  call  me  insane  —  but  I  did  expect 
honesty  from  him.  You  are  not  honest  —  don't  try 
to  tell  me  so  —  you  are  not — " 

"Stephanie," — Jack  took  hold  of  her  wrists  and 
held  them  so  she  would  stop  beating  the  covers  and 
making  an  undue  noise — "what  do  you  call  this? 
Are  you  out  of  your  mind?  " 

"  No,  never  more  in  it,"  she  flashed  back,  now  un- 
able to  control  herself  because  the  rage  had  gotten 
well  under  way.  It  was,  perhaps,  partly  a  physical 
thing  with  Stephanie,  as  with  most  hysterically  angry 
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women  who  periodically  seize  on  some  tiny  incident 
and  magnify  it,  becoming  wildly  insane  toward  the 
one  who  loves  them  most.  The  strange  part  of  it  is 
that  these  moods  are  followed  by  a  repentance,  pitiful 
to  witness  because  of  the  degrading,  senseless  ''  eating 
of  their  words,"  the  whining  for  forgiveness,  the  ab- 
surd vows  and  protestations  against  a  repetition  of  any 
such  display.  And  when  a  vital  crisis  comes  when 
righteous  indignation  should  be  paramount  they  are 
prone  to  let  it  slip  by  with  a  careless  lack  of  interest, 
saving  their  venom  for  periodical  rages  which  bafRe 
and  bewilder  and  sicken  those  who  are  forced  to  wit- 
ness them.  Stephanie  had  had  these  rages  ever  since 
a  child,  but  Aunt  Reba  had  been  her  only  outlet  until 
now.  Jack,  legally  tied  to  her,  was  the  logical  suc- 
cessor I  And  had  a  stranger  knocked  on  the  door  she 
would  have  been  able  to  become  composed  and  light- 
hearted  instantly,  and  Jack  would  have  been  consid- 
ered an  impostor  for  trying  to  convince  said  stranger 
that  a  moment  previous  there  raged  and  screamed  and 
abused  and  denounced  in  the  ivory  bed  with  its  dainty 
draperies  a  harsh-voiced,  red-faced,  green-eyed  woman 
with  an  ugly  twist  to  her  thin  mouth  I 

"  Stephanie,  youVe  unfair,  you  don't  understand  — 
I  honestly  didn't  think  you  would  be  interested  to 
know  — " 

**  Don't  speak  to  me,  don't  come  near  me  I  I  hate 
you,  hate  you,  hate  you  I  I  was  a  fool  ever  to  marry 
you.  You  lied  to  me.  I'll  never  forgive  you,  go 
away  from  me  —  go  away,"  and  there  followed  a  tor- 
rent of  other  angry,  aimless  words  directed  towards 
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Jack  and  his  mother,  with  Nate^s  name  brought  in  al- 
most in  an  unintelligible  mutter. 

Then  the  storm  died  down.  Stephanie  was  physic- 
ally exhausted.  And  she  felt  as  if  a  heavy  pressure 
had  been  removed  from  her  brain.  So  she  cried,  which 
was  soothing  to  her  jangled  nerves  and  torture  to 
Jack^s  taut  ones. 

*'  Shall  I  go  out  of  here?  *'  he  asked. 

"  Please/*  she  sobbed. 

'*  Come  back,"  she  added,  just  as  he  opened  the 
door. 

"All  right.     Shall  I  stay?*' 

"  No  —  no  —  go  'way  — " 

"  Don't  go,"  just  as  he  went  outside. 

Jack  came  back.  His  face  was  not  pleasant  to  look 
at.  "  Stephanie,  I  can't  understand  this  —  I  have 
never  listened  to  anything  like  it  before  — " 

She  darted  up  again,  tears  rolling  down  her  cheeks 
and  sobs  stopping  her  speech.  "  Oh,  Jack  —  Jack  — " 
she  held  out  her  arms. 

He  paused. 

*'  Won't  you  forgive  me?  "  she  asked,  "  or  will  you 
make  me  go  away  from  you?  I'll  go  away  if  you'd 
rather.  I'll  stay  away  for  always.  I  love  you  so 
much,  so  very  much.  Please,  Jack,  look  at  me  — 
speak  to  me.  I'm  your  wife  —  I  was  tired,  and  wor- 
ried —  terribly,  terribly  worried  —  and  I  didn't  mean 
to  —  darling  boy  1  " 

Jack  came  closer.  "  Of  course  you  nee'^  ''  ''way, 
Steve,"  he  said  gently,  "  and  I  forgive  's 

nothing  to  forgive,"  he  added  kindl] 
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TOU  are  dred.  1  ooderstamL  It  w»$  just  the  bst 
stnw  and  I  sbouldn^t  hare  gone  without  ssking  but  — 
we  woa't  talk  aboat  it  any  more  Kiss  me  and  go  to 
sleep.    Yoa're  too  dnd  to  argue." 

"Ob,  but  do  70U  forgive  me?  "  she  insisted,  cling- 
ing to  hitn  tightly.     "  Do  you  —  say  you  do  again  — 
/         a^am  —  oh,  my  darling,  I'm  ever  so  sorry  — *' 
f  "  Steve,  you  care  for  me,  don't  you  ?     This  shows 

I         me.'"    Jack's  eyes  were  still  under  the  rose<oIored 
glasses. 
"  So  much,  so  very  much,"  she  wailed. 
"  Then  kiss  me  again  and  we'll  forget  it.     We'll 
never  even  mention  it  again." 

Pensively,  she  brushed  her  lips  across  his  cheek, 
shrewdly  conscious  that  she  had  managed  to  extricate 
herself  without  losing. 

"Jack,  will  you  please  get  me  a  glass  of  water?" 
she  asked. 

When  he  brought  it,  she  sat  up  in  bed  (having  fixed 
bcr  cap  and  ribbons  while  he  was  gone)  to  sip  it  daint- 
iiy-  "  Jack,  I  don't  think  I'm  half  good  enough  for 
you  I " 

"  What     nonsense  —  there  —  is     there     anything 
else?" 

'  No,  my  dearest  —  good  night," 
Jack  lay  awake  for  a  long  time  trying  to  explain  the 
scene    to    his   own  satisfaction.     But  Stephanie    fell 
asleep  like  a  baby. 

Jack  possessed  feeling;  Stephanie  emotion. 


CHAPTER  XII 

TWO  weeks  later  Jack,  promising  to  come  home 
in  time  for  the  dancing  class,  telephoned 
Stephanie. 

"  Oh,  Steve,  there's  a  man  from  out  of  town  and  it 
looks  like  a  good  sale.  Please  go  with  the  Thomp- 
sons because  Til  have  to  take  him  downtown  to  dinner 
and  I  can't  tell  how  long  I'll  have  to  hang  around." 

There  was  an  icy  silence. 

**  Did  you  understand,  dear?  " 

"  I  did.  You  mean  you  will  deliberately  break  our 
engagement?" 

**  Why,  Steve,  it's  business.  I  haven't  made  any 
sales  in  I  don't  know  when,  and  it's  worried  me  just  a 
little,  too.  I  want  a  commission  so  you  can  go  to 
New  York  for  Easter  —  you  understand  now,  don't 
you?  Go  with  the  Thompsons  and  tell  me  all  about 
it.     I'll  beat  you  home  and  have  lunch  ready." 

"  I  won't  go  with  the  Thompsons  and  I  don't  un- 
derstand. You  can  see  this  man  and  tell  him  you 
have  regular  business  hours.  Other  men  do.  Mr. 
Thompson  does.  He  wouldn't  disappoint  at  the  last 
minute." 

"  I  can't  do  that  because  he  is  from  out  of  town. 
He  expects  to  be  entertained;  that  is  the  way  every 
one  does.     Please,  dear,  I'm  in  a  hurry." 

120 


PARADISE  AUCTION  121 

Stephanie  had  begun  to  cry. 

"Oh,  don't  cry,  Steve;  you'll  make  me  so  upset  I 
can't  pull  this  sale  and  I've  missed  a  lot  lately.  Please 
—  can't  I  send  you  up  some  magazines  or  candy?  " 

"  N-no,  nothing  1  I  —  I  know  you  don't  like  to  go. 
Never  mind  —  it's  all  right — " 

"  Of  course*  it  isn't  all  right  if  you  talk  that  way  — 
but  upon  my  soul  I  cannot  help  it  this  time.  I've  been 
tearing  around  like  mad  all  day  trying  to  line  this  man 
up  and  I've  nearly  got  him.  But  I  cannot  come  home." 
Jack  could  have  added,  '^  or  bring  him  to  a  decent  din- 
ner 1 " 

"  I'll  never  go  any  place  with  you,"  Stephanie  be- 
gan to  storm,  in  the  same  voice  she  had  used  the  night 
she  returned;  "you're  absolutely  impossible.  I'll  go 
back  to  New  York  to-night.  I  won't  be  here  when 
you  do  come  home.  There  —  now  —  are  you  satis- 
fied? Some  trickery  about  a  fake  customer.  I  don't 
believe  you  —  I've  planned  on  going  all  week,  my  dress 
is  all  laid  out  —  oh,  you  can  say  all  the  nice  fibs  you 
please,  you  can't  ever,  ever,  ever  make  it  right  1  " 

"  Steve,  dear,  we  are  talking  on  a  public  line,"  Jack 
reminded. 

"  I  don't  care  who  hears  or  who  doesn't.  I've  a 
right  to  tell  my  husband  just  what  I  please.  I  say 
that  you  can  come  home  if  you  want  to.  I  know  you 
don't  want  to.  You  were  never  in  any  sort  of  society 
before  we  were  married;  who  did  you  ever  know  that 
amounted  to  anything  outside  of  a  petty  lot  of — " 

"  Steve,  I  cannot  hold  this  line  any  longer.  Which 
do  you  prefer?     To  go  with  the  Thompsons  or  shall 
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I  send  you  something  to  read  for  this  evening?  Fve 
got  to  go  or  miss  my  man." 

"  Miss  him  or  lose  your  wife  1  Which  do  you  pre- 
fer? ril  pack  now  and  get  the  midnight  train  —  I 
won't  stand  this  —  this  neglect  —  just  because  we  are 
married.  You  can't  go  on  doing  as  you  please  —  do 
you  understand  me  —  hullo,  are  you  there  — ^" 

"  I  am  listening,"  said  Jack  dully;  "  won't  you  please 
finish?" 

"No.     Not  until  I  wish." 

Jack's  temper  flared.  "  Then  I'll  hang  up,'*  he  said 
briefly.  "  Good-bye,  Stephanie ;  I'll  be  home  as  soon 
as  I  can  — " 

"  You  need  not  come  home  to-night,"  she  said  in  a 
cold,  measured  voice,  the  rage  fairly  gloating  over  it- 
self.    "  I  mean  that" 

"  Do  you  mean  that  —  really?" 

"  I  do." 

"  Very  well  —  good-bye,"  and  he  disconnected. 

Stephanie  went  to  the  dancing  class,  and  when  she 
came  back  she  expected  to  find  Jack,  contrite  and 
wretched.  Her  aunt  had  gone  to  bed  and  Jack  was 
not  there.  She  undressed  herself  slowly,  considering 
what  was  best  to  do.  She  had  had  an  excellent  eve- 
ning of  fun,  more  than  when  Jack  was  there,  because 
she  could  flirt  to  her  heart's  content.  She  went  to  the 
ice  box  and  got  a  lunch  and  then  came  back  and  looked 
up  the  number  of  the  hotel.  A  moment  later  and  she 
was  connected  with  Mr.  Heath's  room. 

*'  Is  this  Jack?  "  she  whispered  gently. 

*'  Yes."     Jack's  voice  was  quiet,  uninterested. 
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"  It's  Stephanie  —  won't  you  please  come  home  ? 
Jack,  I'm  so  sorry  —  I  can't  explain  over  a  'phone. 
Please,  dear  —  I'm  absolutely  beside  myself.  I  was 
a  beast.  I'll  tell  you  what  made  me  so  wicked  when 
you  come.     You  will  come,  won't  you,  dear?  " 

"  I  will  come,"  Jack  answered  in  the  same  quiet, 
bored  voice. 

Reluctantly  Stephanie  disconnected,  and  then,  don- 
ning her  pale  pink  ..satin  negligee,  she  waited  eagerly 
until  Jack  opened  the  door  —  a  tired,  white-faced  man 
with  the  look  of  some  one  punished  unjustly  and  not 
able  to  find  redress. 

Even  so,  Stephanie  knew  she  held  the  whip  hand. 
He  had  not  dared  to  go  to  Darly's  house  and  hint  of 
the  rift. 

"  Steve,"  he  began  quietly,  "  what  made  you  act 
that  way?" 

Stephanie  burst  into  tears.  '*  It  was  papa's  birth- 
day to-day  and  I  had  been  trying  not  to  think  of  him 
—  but  it  did  hurt!  I'm  so  alone  —  even  with  you. 
You  know  how  poor  Molly  feels  —  and  instead  of 
coming  to  you  frankly  and  telling  you,  I  was  a  rude, 
horrid  thing  and  I  could  beat  myself.  Oh,  Jack,  you'll 
never  love  me  again  —  never  1  " 

Stephanie  had  skillfully  readjusted  the  rose-colored 
glasses.  Jack  knelt  at  her  feet.  "  Darling,  why 
didn't  you  explain?  "  he  begged.  "  I  would  have  un- 
derstood—  if  anything  happened  to  my  Darly  the  day 
of  her  birthday  would  turn  me  Into  an  irresponsible 
being  —  my  poor  little  girl — " 

In  the  morning  Stephanie  kissed  him  good-bye  from 
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her  pillow.  "Jack,  did  you  make  the  sale?"  she 
asked. 

He  frowned.  "  No  —  the  man  didn*t  seem  to  be 
impressed  with  me,"  he  said  shortly. 

"  Oh,  pshaw,  then  no  Easter  trip,"  Stephanie  pouted, 
"  and  little  me  is  the  cause  of  it  I  Want  to  beat  me  — 
just  a  little?  "  she  asked,  laughing. 

Jack  smiled.  After  all,  what  were  Stephanie's  tiny 
tempers  to  be  so  solenmly  judged  - —  as  absurd  as  try- 
ing to  reform  the  way  of  an  April  shower  I  As  long 
as  Stephanie  loved  him  nothing  else  could  matter. 

He  was  surprised  in  his  office,  trying  to  straighten 
out  a  muddled  account  —  Jack's  account  had  never 
gotten  muddled  until  lately  —  when  Aunt  Reba 
dropped  in  to  ask  him  to  cash  her  small  monthly  check. 
Jack  had  also  been  taken  into  the  confidence  of  Aunt 
Reba's  true  financial  standing. 

"  Jack,"  she  said,  sitting  very  formally  opposite 
him,  '*  when  people  live  together  they  have  to,  of  ne- 
cessity, know  something  that  goes  on  in  the  same  house. 
I  have  heard  Stephanie's  peculiar  performances  for  a 
good  many  years.  I  don't  know  where  she  gets  it 
from  or  what  makes  her  give  way.  But  I've  found 
out  lately  that  the  only  thing  to  do  when  she  starts  is 
to  walk  away  and  leave  her  or  else  be  brutal.  You 
can  be  brutal.  I  can  only  walk  away.  I  hope  for 
your  own  sake  that  we  will  have  no  more  absurd  scenes 
such  as  last  night  or  the  night  we  came  home.  Now 
that  you  are  married  you  may  as  well  admit  each  oth- 
er's flaws.     Don't  humor  her.     And  as  for  yesterday 
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being  her  father's  birthday,  that  is  an  old  excuse.  He 
was  born  in  July.  Jack,  I  hope  you'll  get  along  so  we 
have  an  automobile  by  summer.  That  will  help  Steph- 
anie's moods  more  than  anything  I  know  of.  And 
I  hope  you'll  be  happy.  But  as  long  as  you  let  Steph- 
anie go  off  on  tangents  and  let  her  kiss  you  back 
again,  you'll  be  like  a  rocking  horse  see-sawing  up  and 
down  and  never  getting  any  place.  All  of  which  is 
confidential."  Aunt  Reba  settled  her  veil  and  snapped 
her  pocket  book. 

Jack  bridled.  "  I  don't  think  you  have  ever  under- 
stood my  wife,"  he  said,  the  glow  of  Stephanie's  wise 
kisses  still  stealing  through  him.  ''  She  is  an  unfor- 
tunately sensitive  person.  It  was  good  of  you  to  tell 
me.  3ut  we  can  manage  nicely,"  and  he  showed  her 
out  as  courteously  as  if  she  were  a  stranger. 

"  Hoity  toity,"  mused  Aunt  Reba  as  she  waited  for 
a  car.  "  Well,  green-eyed  women  can  do  about  the 
most  mischief  and  yet  be  called  kittens  at  play  of  any- 
thing in  the  world  I  " 

That  evening  Stephanie,  still  in  the  angelic  after- 
math of  the  storm,  proposed  that  Jack  run  up  to  see 
his  mother.  It  was  Darly's  baking  day.  And  Jack 
became  conscious  that  full  two  weeks  had  elapsed  since 
he  had  seen  her.  Kissing  Stephanie  tenderly  and  tell- 
ing himself  she  was  a  splendid,  broad-minded  woman 
to  want  him  to  go  alone  to  his  mother's,  he  wound  his 
way  up  the  path  to  the  brown  house. 

Darly  and  Nate  were  busy  doing  some  kind  of 
elaborate  knitting  work. 
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"  The  evenings  are  so  long,"  Nate  had  said  quietly, 
one  day  when  she  came  to  Darly's  house.  "  The  days 
fly  by  —  but  the  nights  linger." 

**  Let's  set  a  stint  to  do  of  sweaters,"  Darly  pro- 
posed. "  I  find  the  evenings  irksome,  too,  and  I  can't 
use  my  eyes  as  I  used  to.  Besides,  novels  seem  so 
unreal." 

So  they  had  set  to  work  with  a  will  and  within  a 
short  time  a  number  of  sturdy  red  and  navy-blue 
sweater  coats  were  fitted  on  to  Nate's  tramping  class. 

When  Jack  came  in,  Nate  jumped  up. 

"  Don't  go,"  he  said  half  heartedly.  But  Nate,  re- 
alizing the  rareness  of  the  visit,  did,  and  refused  to 
have  him  run  down  the  hill  with  her. 

Left  alone,  Darly  looked  at  him  anxiously.  *'  Is 
there  anything  you  want  to  tell  me,  dear?  " 

"  No,  just  wanted  to  see  you  —  neglected  you,  and 
Steve  said  I  must  come.  She's  very  fair,  Darly,  and 
she  knows  I  am  with  her  aunt  when  I  would  rather  be 
with  you.     How  is  everything  going?  " 

''  Just  the  same.  Sandy  has  rheumatism  a  little 
more.     I'm  afraid  this  winter  is  his  last." 

"  Poor  old  beggar.  That's  one  thing  I  must  do 
—  teach  Stephanie  to  like  dogs.  She's  afraid  of 
them." 

"  You  look  thin,  my  boy."  Darly*s  star  gray  eyes 
were  searching  his  face.  She  did  not  know  just  what 
she  saw,  but  it  seemed  as  if  a  shadow  rested  over  it. 
And  he  was  distrait  and  unnerved.  "  Jack,  I  am  go- 
ing to  tell  you  something.  You  don't  have  enough 
sleep  or  proper  food." 
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"  Now,  Darly,  I  was  overeating  and  oversleeping 
before  —  I  — " 

She  shook  her  head.  "No,  dear.  You  can't  get 
up  and  half  cook  a  breakfast  and  stint  yourself  on 
lunch  and  do  the  work  of  a  brisk  business  man.  That 
Is  not  your  work.  I  don't  mean  to  be  interfering,  as 
all  the  comic  supplements  say  mothers-in-law  do.  But 
I  shall  speak  my  mind  about  it.  You  did  not  do  it 
in  this  house  and  you  ought  not  in  your  own." 

"You're  wrong,  Darly  —  it's  —  it's  play,"  said 
Jack  loyally. 

"  Well,  let's  see  if  I  am  so  wrong.  How  many 
sales  lately  ?  " 

"  None,  but  then  things  haven't  turned  up." 

"  Business  was  never  better.  Mr.  Curtis  asked  me 
what  was  the  matter  with  Jack.  He  said  that  you 
didn't  put  your  mind  on  your  work.  I  did  not  try  to 
answer  him.  But  I  began  to  wonder  if  I  ought  not 
try  to  tell  you.  You  know.  Jack,  every  one  has  faults, 
and  Stephanie's  is  the  not  liking  of  drudgery.  She 
does  not  keep  a  home  for  you  —  she  merely  lets  you 
keep  a  boarding  house  for  her.  I  would  just  as  soon 
say  this  to  Stephanie,  for  it  is  for  her  own  good.  You 
are  doing  an  unkindness  to  Stephanie  in  letting  her 
be  so  selfish." 

"  Mother,  really,  we're  getting  on  awfully  well," 
—  Jack  began  to  pace  up  and  down  restlessly  — "  and 
I  wish  you  wouldn't  say  anything  about  Stephanie  while 
she  is  not  here.  I'm  all  right.  Business  is  all  right. 
I  eat  enough.     I  sleep  enough.     I  — " 

"  All  right,  Jack,  perhaps  I  am  wrong  and  fussy. 
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It  was  Mr.  Curtis  who  set  me  thinking.  He  said  you 
had  a  splendid  chance  to  make  a  big  sale  and  you  let 
it  slip  through  your  fingers  somehow  — ^^ 

"  Well,  the  man  wasn't  ready  to  buy  1 '' 

"  He  bought  of  Hoffman's  the  next  day.  He  went 
home  with  one  of  the  salesmen  and  had  lunch  and 
signed  the  contract.*' 

Jack  was  silent*  He  was  thinking,  vaguely,  almost 
ashamed  to  do  so,  that  Stephanie  had  never  invited 
any  of  his  business  friends  to  meals  —  neither  did  she 
make  a  practice  of  doing  so  with  Darly  or  Molly  or 
Paul.     But  he  was  determined  to  be  loyal. 

"  Thanks  for  your  interest,  Darly  —  but  I'm  mov- 
ing along.'* 

Darly's  lips  quivered.  She  took  her  cue  and  be- 
gan talking  about  Molly  and  Paul,  and  of  Molly's  new 
and  precious  secret. 

"  You  don't  mean  it,"  said  Jack,  sitting  down  in 
surprise.  "  Oh,  I  say,  I  bet  they're  so  proud  you 
can't  speak  to  'em." 

^'  Rather.  Nate  is  counting  on  a  nephew  so  she 
can  teach  him  to  fly  a  kite  at  the  age  of  six  weeks." 

"  Well,  that's  the  best  news  a  fellow  can  have," 
said  Jack  thoughtfully;  "the  very  best." 

"  It  will  be  the  best  to  me,"  Darly  added.  "  Now 
I'm  going  to  send  Stephanie  something  new  In  the 
cake  line.     You  must  be  getting  back  before  it  is  late." 

"  Good  night,  dear," —  Jack  kissed  her  tenderly  — 
'*  and  don't  worry  about  me.     I'm  a  regular  bear." 

"  All  right," —  she  stood  waving  at  him  in  the  door- 
way.    He  turned  to  look  back  at  her  proudly.     There 
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was  something  about  Darly  which  was  different  from 
every  one  else.  Even  if  Stephanie  thought  her  voice 
quavery  when  she  sang  and  the  tunes  old  fashioned 
and  the  stage  costumes  musty,  to  Jack  they  seemed 
like  sacred  songs  and  sacred  garments  worn  by  some 
one  who  would  always  be  set  apart  from  every  one 
else  in  the  world. 

"  rU  never  stay  away  so  long  again,"  he  told  him- 
self. ^'  Darly  gets  queer  ideas  in  her  blessed  head  if 
I  do." 

When  he  reached  home,  Stephanie  was  in  bed.  She 
accepted  a  slice  of  cake  and  asked  him  to  tell  her 
everything  they  had  said. 

"  I'm  jealous  —  now  there,"  she  admitted,  laugh- 
ing. 

"  Well,  we  talked  about  a  lot  of  things,"  said  Jack 
quickly,  "  but  the  only  real  news  is  that  Molly  is  go- 
ing to  be  a  mother." 

"  Isn't  that  too  bad  —  the  poor  girl," —  Stephanie 
gave  a  quick  exclamation  of  horror. 

"Too  bad!  Why,  it's  the  best  yet;  they're  de- 
lighted.    Just  as  you  and  I  would  be." 

"  I?  "  Stephanie  laid  the  cake  plate  aside.  "  Jack 
Heath,  I  would  never,  never,  never  have  a  child.  I 
want  it  understood." 

"  You're  joking." 

"  Wait  and  see.  Have  a  child  to  drag  around  and 
bring  up  on  a  poor  man's  salary?  Never.  I  want  to 
have  enough  money  first  never  to  have  the  care  of 
one.  It  isn't  fair  to  a  well-bred,  civilized  woman. 
It's  preposterous.     I  shall  tell  Molly  so." 


I30  PARADISE  AUCTION 

'*  Stephanie,  you  don't  mean  that  we  shall  never  have 
any  children?"  asked  Jack  slowly.  "Why,  Darly 
said  to-night  it  would  be  the  happiest  news  she  could 
have  —  she  would  worship  a  grandchild.  I  always 
planned  on  having  children." 

"  Oh,  Darly  said  so  —  well,  if  your  mother  thinks 
she  can  order  my  life  as  she  wishes  it,  she  is  mistaken," 
screamed  Stephanie  without  any  warning.  "  Fm  a 
perfect  fool  to  send  you  up  to  talk  to  her  alone  and 
have  her  do  nothing  but  pick  fault  and  criticize  me 
and  say  I  ought  to  have  babies  and  be  a  drudge.  I 
won't  1  I  teU  you  I  won't.  Jack,  what  did  you  ever 
marry  me  for?  —  you  wouldn't  love  me  or  you 
wouldn't  act  this  way  — " 

"  Act  what  way?  "  said  Jack  with  sudden  roughness. 
"  I  call  it  raw  if  a  woman  won't  have  children  for  a 
man  who  will  respect  and  love  her  and  work  to  take 
care  of  them." 

"  I  don't  want  any  children." 

"  All  right,"  he  said  in  the  same  gruff  tone,  "  only 
it's  not  marriage,  Stephanie ;  it's  mockery  1  " 

And  despite  her  kisses  and  her  pleading,  he  re- 
fused to  speak  of  the  subject  again.  Somehow  Aunt 
Reba's  words  rang  unpleasantly  in  his  ears. 

"  You'll  be  like  a  rocking  horse  see-sawing  up  and 
down  and  never  getting  any  place !  " 


CHAPTER  XIII 

HY,  Darly,  you  don't  mean  all  these  are 
for  me?"  Molly  sat  back  in  the  arm- 
chair in  amazement. 

Darly  nodded.  ^'  You'll  need  them  and  more,  too. 
See,  Molly,  these  tiny,  old-fashioned  sacques  I  bought 
for  Jack  in  Paris  —  nearly  twenty-five  years  ago. 
You  can't  get  as  nice  embroidery  or  materials  now. 
A  little  freshening  here  and  there  and  new  ribbons 
and  they'll  be  able  to  be  used."  She  laid  the  pile  of 
garments  on  Molly's  lap. 

'^  Rather !  But  I  don't  think  you  ought  to  give 
them  away.  They're  too  lovely  —  and  all  the  dresses 
and  quilted  capes  —  they're  perfectly  good.  Why, 
Darly,  you  ought  to  save  them  for  Jack's  babies." 

Darly's  head  was  bent  over  the  packing  box. 
^'  Well,  Stephanie  is  such  a  capable  needlewoman  that 
she  would  rather  have  the  pleasure  of  doing  it  all," 
she  said  briefly,  "  while  you  have  the  little  house  to 
keep  and  these  things  take  time —  Here  —  this  is 
what  I  was  looking  for  —  Jack's  old  christening  scarf. 
He  was  christened  in  Westminster,  you  know."  She 
paused  as  she  held  the  soft,  silky  thing  and  let  her 
mind  slip  back  a  quarter  of  a  century  to  the  day  that 
she  had  carried  a  small,  wriggling  morsel  in  the  silky 
covering  into  the  old  cathedral  and  laid  him  in  the 

I3X 
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arms  of  a  famous  actor  who  had  stood  his  sponsor. 
They  had  given  her  a  wonderful  dinner  at  the  actor's 
studio  and  Jack's  father  had  read  a  poem  he  had  com- 
posed in  honor  of  the  event  —  a  fleeting  moment  of 
living  up  to  his  wife's  ideal  of  him  —  and  Darly  re- 
cited a  nursery  lullaby  in  French,  and  every  one  had 
cried  and  couldn't  explain  just  why.  She  had  worn  a 
long,  white  silk  dress  like  a  bride,  with  violets  at  her 
waist,  and  every  one  of  prominence  in  the  theatrical 
world  had  sent  flowers  or  gifts  or  telegrams  to  the 
little  lad. 

She  raised  her  head  a  moment  later  to  say,  "  I've 
some  other  things  that  want  washing  —  we'll  do  it 
for  you  —  and  I'm  knitting  something  special.  But 
that  will  take  time.  Now  let's  go  downstairs  and 
have  tea." 

Molly,  gathering  the  bundles,  followed  her  into  the 
old  drawing-room,  where  Sandy  limped  up  to  meet 
them  and  Hetty  wheeled  in  the  tea  cart. 

**  It's  so  pleasant  here,  Darly,  I  love  to  come," 
sighed  Molly  as  Darly  tucked  a  cushion  back  of  her. 
Outside  a  March  thaw  was  making  away  with  the 
snow.  Everything  looked  pessimistic  and  discour- 
aged. 

"  Is  it?  I'm  glad.  I've  tried  to  have  it  that  way. 
Sometimes  I  tell  myself  I  am  getting  to  be  a  very 
frumpy  person  and  I  must  go  away  for  a  time  and 
remedy  it.  Then  Nate  comes  in  with  her  youngsters 
to  be  fed  or  scolded,  and  she  stays  up  here  a  night  or 
so  telling  me  all  the  happenings  in  Nate's  delicious, 
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brusque  way  and  I  find  myself  tuned  up  —  as  if  I 
were  a  violin  with  Nate  as  the  musician." 

"  Nate  is  a  splendid  pal,"  said  Molly  sincerely,  bent 
on  examining  all  the  intricacies  of  the  small  garments. 
"  Darly,  this  is  real  Val  lace,  did  you  know  it  ?  You 
extravagant  woman;  they  must  have  cost  a  small  for- 
tune!" 

"  I  believe  so.  Jack's  bed  was  a  wonderful  af- 
fair, a  matter  of  fifteen  guineas;  every  one  was  quite 
mad  about  it.  All  hand-painted  things  and  bows  —  I 
dare  say  he  would  have  slept  as  comfortably  on  a  pil- 
low in  an  arm-chair!  Molly,  be  sure  not  to  let  your 
baby  cry.  I  know  I'm  old  fashioned,  but  I  don't  be- 
lieve little  people  cry  for  pleasure  —  there's  always 
something  the  matter." 

"  Paul  wouldn't  let  me  if  I  wanted  to.  He  says  he 
wants  me  to  rock  him  to  sleep.  Even  if  it  does  scram- 
ble his  brains.  Oh,  they're  so  wee  and  new  and  all 
confused  at  everything  that  they  do  need  cuddling." 
Molly's  scarlet  lips  curved  with  wistful  longing. 

"  That's  right.  So  it  must  be  a  him !  Don't  say 
that,  Molly.  A  her  is  nice,  too.  A  her  never  quite 
leaves  you,  but  a  him  does." 

"  But  I  want  a  him  first  —  and  then  a  her.  The 
him  will  protect  the  her,  don't  you  see?"  Molly 
laughed. 

Darly  handed  her  a  cup  of  tea.  "  Very  ambitious, 
Molly,  but  I  approve.  And  remember  there's  nothing 
like  catnip  tea  for  colic." 

"  Is  it  ?     I  was  wondering.     You  know  I'm  a  per- 
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feet  stupid  about  babies.  I  read  everything  I  can  find 
and  they  all  say  different  things.  I  think  FU  let  the 
baby  decide.  Oh,  Darly,  this  flannel  will  cut  up  into 
the  little  first  bands  —  why,  you're  giving  me  a  whole 
layette  —  see,  I  can  shorten  these  gorgeous  dresses 
and  use  every  scrap  of  the  flounces  for  petticoats  — " 

'*  Is  it  the  same  Molly  who  rushed  upstairs  to  make 
me  come  fix  her  wedding  veil  ?  She  wanted  to  be  *  all 
shadows  and  shimmery '  ?  "  Darly's  gray  eyes  were 
misty.  "  How  it  changes  1  It  won't  be  long,  Molly, 
before  your  him  will  be  toddling  about  pulling  Sandy's 
tail  and  begging  for  cookies.  Oh,  it's  the  babies  that 
keep  our  hearts  young!  No  matter  what  has  hap- 
pened we  have  to  begin  life  again  and  see  it  from  their 
view-point.  A  little  child  can  hold  back  the  hands 
of  the  clock.     Men  and  women  push  them  ahead." 

"  Doesn't  it  seem  a  long  time  since  Jack  came  to 
you  ?  "  Molly  asked  softly. 

"  Another  lifetime.  And  while  we're  talking, 
Molly,  because  you  and  I  can  understand  things  bet- 
ter than  the  others  now,  keep  fast  hold  of  your  baby 
the  first  few  years.  For  he  belongs  to  you  more  then 
than  in  all  the  years  to  come.  The  irksome  baby  care, 
the  monotony  of  the  routine,  the  —  the  colic  and  the 
teething,  all  the  hard  parts  of  growing  into  life,  may 
pall  and  distract.  But  when  he  comes  to  you  with  the 
impersonal  eyes  of  a  man,  absorbed  in  his  own  life  and 
his  own  interests,  forgetful  of  all  the  babyhood  toil 
and  sacrifice  —  it  will  hurt,  just  a  little !  When  Jack 
came,  I  was  on  the  stage  and  went  back  on  it,  and  I 
never  really  had  him  close  to  me  until  we  came  to 
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Lancaster.  Fve  always  regretted  it,  MoUy,  for  it's 
no  way  to  do.  You  can't  be  a  mother  and  a  world 
worker  at  the  same  time.  One  of  the  two  interests 
must  necessarily  suffer.  And  the  mother's  interests 
must  come  first.  The  very  helplessness  of  babies  de- 
mands it.  •  .  •  Well,  I  gave  up  the  world  work." 

"  Have  you  never  been  sorry?  " 

"  Never,"  she  answered  honestly.  "  Oh,  Molly, 
motherhood  makes  women  selfless.  World  work 
makes  you  selfish!     That's  the  big  difference." 

"  When  you  feel  the  tiny  child  under  your  heart," 
said  Molly,  her  purple  eyes  mystic  and  full  of  rever- 
ent wonder,  "you  begin  to  see,  Darly,  that  honey- 
moons can't  last  —  like  I  once  thought.  That  there 
are  coming  years  of  self-improvement  because  of  self- 
struggle.  For  both  husband  as  well  as  wife.  It 
frightens  yet  inspires  you  —  when  there's  love  to  tide 
you  through  1  When  you  think  of  a  third  person  com- 
ing to  you,  born  of  you,  dependent  on  you  for  every- 
thing that  he  shall  be  in  the  world  —  oh,  Darly,  you 
never  really  suffer  until  it's  through  your  own  chil- 
dren! All  the  rest  is  shallow,  self-pity,  isn't  it?" 
Molly's  little  hands  clenched  the  pile  of  fleecy  clothes 
tightly. 

"You  understand,  don't  you,  Molly?"  Darly, 
still  in  the  gray  sea,  knew  that  Molly  was  tiring  of  the 
calm,  bright  pool.  "  Those  are  growing  pains,  dear; 
as  essential  to  motherhood  as  the  pangs  of  physical 
birth.  Don't  flinch!  We're  all  enough  of  cowards 
at  heart." 

"  Darly,  when  I  first  knew  this  was  to  happen,  I 
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wanted  my  mother  —  for  I  know  scarcely  anything 
about  her,"  Molly  said  earnestly;  "  it  seemed  as  if  I 
must  go  to  her  and  have  her  tell  me  the  things  which 
girls'  mothers  tell  them.  After  all  a  grandmother  is 
a  mother-with-a-pastmaster's-degreel  But  now,  I 
don't  miss  her.  For  I've  you."  She  rose  to  kiss 
Darly,  knowing  as  she  did  so  that  the  elder  woman 
wished  with  the  futility  of  shattered  dreams  that  she 
might  have  sat  talking  thus  to  Jack's  wife  and  have 
laid  the  pile  of  dainty  garments  on  Stephanie's  lap, 
thrilling  with  the  knowledge  that  Jack's  child  should 
be  dressed  in  them. 

**  I  must  go  now;  Paul  is  coming  home  early. 
Darly,  he's  so  tender  of  me." 

"  And  so  he  should  be  — " 

"  But  he's  actually  foolish.  He  plans  the  nursery 
a  different  way  every  day,  and  I'm  afraid  a  crib  and 
a  night  lamp  will  creep  into  every  one  of  his  plans. 
Paul  is  a  dreamer,  Darly,  and  I'm  the  alarm  clock  1  " 

Darly  laughed.  "  Bring  Paul  up  for  tea  soon.  I 
want  to  hear  him  tell  how  he  is  going  to  educate  his 
child.     They  always  plan  out  the  college  course." 

**  That's  right  —  he  has.  And  he  wants  him  taught 
another  language  while  he  is  being  taught  English." 

"  Teach  him  teething  first,  is  my  advice."  Darly 
helped  Molly  slip  on  her  coat.  "  How  does  Paul's 
work  go?  " 

"  Oh,  I  forgot  to  tell  you  our  secret,"  said  Molly 
happily.  "  I  forgot  everything  beside  this  other. 
Paul  has  a  wonderful  chance  to  make  a  name  for  him- 
self.    He's  so  happy  and  eager  to  do  things  for  me 


PARADISE  AUCTION  137 

now  that  I  don't  think  he  can  fail.  There  is  a  man 
named  Lars  Ahny  in  New  York;  he  has  enormous 
box  factories  and  is  very  rich.  Through  a  chance, 
Darly,  he  has  given  Paul  the  opportunity  to  plan  new 
buildings.  If  they  please  him,  it  means  endless  name 
and  other  work.  I  have  never  seen  Mr.  Almy,  but 
they  say  he  was  a  very  poor  boy  and  it  is  only  recently 
he  has  made  a  success.  So  he  is  hard  to  please  be- 
cause he  knows  every  A  B  C  of  his  work  and  just 
what  and  what  not  he  wants.  You  know  Paul  is  really 
better  at  planning  summer  houses,"  Molly  confessed, 
blushing,  "  but  I've  lectured  him  shamefully  and  he's 
grown  quite  practical.  The  plans  are  coming  on 
nicely.  It  won't  be  settled  until  July.  Oh,  Darly, 
everything  in  the  world  is  going  to  happen  in  July  I  " 

Darly  kissed  her.  "  Don't  forget  to  come  to  tea," 
she  said,  and  she  stood  in  the  window  to  wave  her 
hand  as  Molly  slipped  down  the  hill. 

The  next  afterftoon,  Molly,  in  the  midst  of  ripping 
Darly's  gifts,  was  surprised  by  Stephanie.  She  was 
correctly  dressed  in  black  broadcloth  with  her  soft 
white  furs  and  a  waist  of  cream  satin  smocked  with 
yellow. 

"  Well,  my  dear,  I've  come  to  hear  all  about  it," 
she  said,  kissing  Molly  and  taking  off  her  wraps. 
"  You  poor  girl !     I'm  terribly  sorry." 

Molly  looked  surprised.  "  You  mean  because  the 
porch  door  was  marred  ?  "  she  asked,  her  black  brows 
drawn  together  in  a  frown. 

"Was  it?  What  a  nuisance.  That  comes  of  not 
having  a  janitor.     I  meant  something  else  —  perhaps 
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you're  delighted  and  I'm  all  wrong.  But  I  meant  about 
the  baby."  Stephanie's  eyes  lighted  on  the  pile  of 
clothes  which  were  strewn  around  the  room. 

Molly,  with  her  usual  intenseness,  had  neglected 
everything  else.  She  was  still  in  her  morning  frock 
of  blue  cambric,  her  hair  piled  carelessly  on  top  of 
her  head.  She  was  conscious  of  the  difference  be- 
tween Stephanie  and  herself.  Everything  about 
Stephanie  was  correct  —  the  gloves,  the  handkerchief 
with  its  tatting  edge,  the  perfume  wafting  out  at  just 
the  right  strength,  not  overpowering  but  faint  and  in- 
distinct like  crushed  magnolia.  Stephanie's  hat,  a 
smart  plush  with  a  white  cockade,  seemed  to  be  scorn- 
ful of  Molly's  felt  sailor  which  hung  on  an  arm-chair. 
Even  Stephanie's  shoes,  patent  leather  with  white  suede 
tops  and  pearl  buttons,  moved  about  restlessly  as  if 
they  disliked  the  slight  covering  of  lint  on  the  rugs. 

**  I  am  happier  than  ever  before,  if  that  is  what 
you  mean,  Stephanie." 

"  Then  I  beg  your  majesty's  pardon,"  Stephanie 
swept  a  low  curtsey;  "  we  always  judge  people  by  our 
own  standards,  anyway.  To  me  it  would  be  nothing 
short  of  a  catastrophe !  I'm  speaking  frankly,  Molly, 
because  there's  no  reason  I  shouldn't.  Imagine  the 
work  in  a  whole  house  and  the  care  of  a  child  — " 

"  We  shall  have  help." 

**  Even  so  —  a  baby  must  be  dreadful.  They  have 
to  be  washed  and  dressed  and  fed  every  day." 

"  That  is  the  general  custom,"  Molly  told  her 
curtly. 

"  Do  you  want  a  boy  or  girl?  " 
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"  Boy." 

"  Heavens  —  never  1  You  ran  dress  a  little  giri 
so  much  more  stylishly  —  a  boy's  a  nuisance  and 
they're  rough.  Besides,  when  a  girl  marries  you  gain 
a  son  and  when  a  boy  marries  —  it's  good-bye  to  him." 
Stephanie  nodded  her  blonde  head  wisely. 

"  It  shouldn't  be,"  said  Molly  angrily,  in  spite  of 
herself. 

**  Well,  it  is.  No  girls  want  their  mothers-in-law  or- 
dering their  husbands'  lives.  And  no  son  should  let 
his  mother  do  so  when  he  marries.  Now  I'm  sure  I 
don't."  Stephanie  picked  up  one  of  the  dresses. 
"  What  beautiful  embroidery.  Where  did  you  get  all 
these?     They're  old,  aren't  they?  " 

Molly  laughed.  "  They  are  your  husband's  first 
wardrobe,"  she  said.  "  Darly  gave  them  to  me  yes- 
terday. Aren't  they  exquisite?  They  cost  a  fortune 
and  I'm  going  to  make  them  all  over." 

Stephanie  examined  them  closely.  "  Well,  I  think 
I  ought  to  have  some  of  them,"  she  said. 

"  So  I  told  Darly,  but  she  said  you  were  such  a  splen- 
did needlewoman  that  you  probably  would  prefer  mak- 
ing your  own  things." 

"  Likely  I     She  begrudges  me  things." 

"  Stephanie  I     That  is  not  so." 

"  Yes,  it  is.  Oh,  of  course  the  diamond  was  lovely, 
but  then,  it  would  have  been  Jack's  some  day  any- 
how —  and  there  are  all  her  lovely  rings  and  furs  and 
silks  and  trinkets  that  she  never  wears  —  except  when 
Nate  Kail  brings  bootblacks  up  to  be  fed  I  It  isn't 
fair.     And  then,  too,  Molly,  I  believe  this  *  Darly ' 
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has  a  lot  of  money.  Jack  is  on  a  small  salary  and  he 
doesn't  make  many  commissions.  But  she  never  offers 
to  help  us.  And  how  are  we  to  get  ahead?  I'm  am- 
bitious, Molly  —  and  I  have  to  have  my  aunt  with 
us.  rd  like  a  machine  and  a  colonial  house  and  some 
decent  clothes.  I've  made  over  and  bought  at  sales 
and  I  pinch  along,  and  then  Jack  complains  because  I 
rqn  bills.  He's  absolutely  provincial.  Debt  seems 
a  terrible  ogre  stalking  side  by  side  with  him.  I  don't 
mind  debt  —  when  I  can  pay  down  a  little  now  and 
then,  enough  to  keep  them  good-natured." 

"  I  think  Darly  feels  she  has  done  a  great  deal  for 
Jack  and  he  is  capable  of  doing  for  himself,  which  is 
right."  Molly  was  a  valiant  defender.  "  Suppose 
she  was  dependent  on  Jack,  as  your  aunt  is  on  you  — 
and  had  to  live  with  you?  Well,  Stephanie,  I  don't 
mind  saying  that  Darly  would  go  to  a  poorhouse  first ! 
You  know  Darly  had  to  divorce  her  husband  and  give 
up  the  stage.  She  was  a  famous  actress  —  has  she 
never  shown  you  any  of  her  pictures  or  keepsakes  ?  " 

"  Lord,  yes,  but  that's  twenty-five  years  ago.  We 
can't  go  back  and  undo  it  all.  I've  heard  nothing  but 
how  wonderful  *  Jack's  Darly '  was  ever  since  I  was 
engaged.  I  didn't  say  anything  then  —  it  wasn't  wise. 
But  you  know,  Molly,  as  well  as  I,  that  when  a  man 
marries  you  he  must  do  as  you  say.  If  you  divorce 
him,  he  may  as  well  call  himself  done  for." 

**  I  never  looked  at  marriage  in  that  way." 

"  Now,  who  knows  the  truth  of  Jack's  mother's 
divorce?  She  came  thousands  of  miles  away,  didn't 
she?    There  you  are."     Stephanie  tapped  impatiently 
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on  the  sewing  table.  ^^  It  isn't  likely  she  would  un- 
less there  was  something  she  wanted  forgotten  about 
her.  I  wouldn't  say  this  to  any  one  else,  but  you  and 
I'd  never  dare  hint  it  to  Jack.  Aunt  Reba  and  I 
have  talked  it  over  lots  of  times  and  I'm  convinced 
I'm  right.     Why  did  she  give  it  all  up  —  for  a  baby?  " 

"  Stephanie,  please  don't  say  such  things."  Molly 
laid  down  her  work  and  two  bright,  red  spots  burned 
in  her  cheeks.  "  I  love  Darly  Heath  as  if  she  were 
my  own  mother  and  it  is  a  silly  and  a  wicked  lie  you've 
insinuated.  I'm  surprised  at  you,  Steve,  even  if  you 
don't  like  her." 

**  I  didn't  say  I  didn't  like  her,"  Stephanie  began  to 
retreat  skillfully.  "  I  said  it  looked  queer J^  She  put 
her  hand  in  her  muff  and  drew  out  a  tissue  paper  par- 
cel. "  Here  —  this  is  your  reward  for  scolding  me. 
Perhaps  you'll  accept  it  even  if  it  wasn't  worn  by 
Jack." 

It  was  a  stylish  ribbon  carriage  set  made  with  fancy 
rosebuds  and  bows  and  straps.  An  extremely  effec- 
tive thing  in  blush  pink,  typical  of  the  work  Stephanie 
was  expert  in  doing.  The  first  rain  would  ruin  it  and 
it  would  soil  inside  of  a  week,  but  on  a  white  cab  with 
a  sleeping  baby,  it  would  attract  vast  attention. 

"Why,  Stephanie,  did  you  make  this  for  me?" 
Molly  was  contrite  all  at  once.  "  Thank  you  ever 
and  ever  so  much  —  it  is  beautiful.  Stephanie,  if  you 
ever  have  a  child  you'll  understand  lots  of  things  much 
better  than  you  do  now.  It  makes  everything  differ- 
ent — " 

"  Well,  I'm  glad  you  accept  it  and  place  it  with  the 
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rest  of  the  hallowed  garments,"  Stephanie  laughed 
unpleasantly. 

*'  Indeed  I  do  and  Paul  will  thank  you  himself. 
You've  a  wonderful  knack  in  doing  fancy  things." 

"Have  I?"  asked  Stephanie  carelessly.  "One 
time  I  thought  of  starting  a  swagger  neckwear  and  art 
shop  on  Fifth  Avenue.  I  had  a  good  chance.  But 
getting  married  was  so  much  easier.  You  know  this 
hiking  out  every,  morning  rain  or  shine  isn't  all  beer  and 
skittles.  So  we  just  kept  living  up  Aunt  Reba's  little 
money  and  I  told  her,  *  Don't  worry  —  before  it  is 
two-thirds  gone,  I'll  have  found  a  husband  to  take 
care  of  us  both.'     And  sure  enough,  I  did  I  " 

"  But  you  have  to  get  up  for  breakfasts,"  said  Molly 
stubbornly. 

"  Get  up  ?  Never  1  My  dear.  Aunt  Reba  and  I 
have  our  breakfast  and  lunch  together  about  eleven 
and  then  we  have  tea  or  an  ice  cream  at  three  and  our 
big  meal  at  night.  I  can't  see  why  you  should  turn 
out  at  six  o'clock  to  cook  bacon  and  eggs  and  what  not 
for  a  mere  man  —  at  least,  when  you're  married  to 
him.  He  thinks  all  the  more  of  you  if  you  don't. 
You  can  be  a  slave  so  easily.  /  never  will  be.  I  made 
Jack  understand  that  before  we  came  home  from  the 
mountains." 

**  But  if  a  man  supports  you,"  Molly  argued,  "  is  it 
fair?  —  when  he  is  made  to  do  the  work  of  two? 
Now  if  he  were  not  married  he  would  board  or  live 
at  home  and  there  he  would  never  have  to  do  such 
things.     I  don't  think  it  is  right,  Stephanie,  and  as 
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much  as  Paul  fusses  around  the  house,  he  does  not  do 
housework.     That  is  my  share." 

"  Very  lovely  to  say  but  deucedly  unpleasant  to  do," 
remarked  Stephanie ;  ^*  and  as  for  balancing  menus  to 
see  that  they  are  nourishing,  as  Jack^s  mother  suggested 
—  fol  de  roll  A  steak  or  chops  and  potatoes  and 
canned  vegetables  and  a  pie  or  a  cake  is  plenty.  They 
can  drink  milk  if  they  want  anything  fattening. 
Women  have  made  fools  of  themselves  for  years  — 
they've  been  slaves  — " 

"And  you  wouldn't  have  children,  either?"  asked 
Molly  thoughtfully. 

"No.  I'm  not  the  type  adapted  to  it.  You  are, 
Molly.  You're  a  very  sweet  little  domestic  thing  and 
you  don't  let  housework  get  on  your  nerves.  You 
don't  care  for  my  sort  of  society  and  my  way  of  living. 
I  don't  for  yours.  Paul  would  drive  me  mad,  plodding 
along  and  wearing  baggy  clothes.  Jack  pleases  me. 
He  is  handsome  and  dresses  as  I  say.  And  he  adores 
me.  You  have  to  do  your  share  of  the  love-making. 
Well,  this  is  a  frank  talk.  Tell  me,  am  I  not  right? 
You  are  Paul's  better  half.  Jack  is  mine.  And  I 
know  when  I'm  well  off.  I  had  Aunt  Reba  on  my 
hands  and  I  don't  like  work  or  the  sting  of  ^  old  maid.' 
I  didn't  marry  money  but  I  married  a  man  who  wor- 
ships me  and  lets  me  do  as  I  like.  He'll  stand  for  any- 
thing, Molly  —  and  yet  he  has  brains.  He'll  get 
ahead.  When  his  mother  dies,  I  intend  making  him 
leave  here  right  away  for  New  York.  Then  we  can  be- 
gin to  livel     Why,  Molly,  most  of  the  girls  to-day 
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marry  because  they  don't  want  to  be  old  maids,  and  it  is 
easier  to  be  supported  than  to  support  themselves/' 

Molly  laid  down  the  little  white  dress  —  it  was  the 
christening  one  —  and  stared  at  Stephanie. 

Stephanie  burst  out  laughing.  "  Ye  gods,  I've 
shocked  this  infant,"  she  said.  ''  Molly,  are  you  just 
ten  years  old?  " 

"  I  believe  you  grew  into  a  woman  when  you  were 
ten,"  Molly  analyzed  truthfully;  "when  you  were  at 
school  you  used  to  pinch  our  frocks  to  see  if  they  were 
all  silk  or  only  part  —  and  you've  always  gone  on 
pinching  people  to  see  if  they  would  suit  or  combat 
you  I  " 

"Thank  you,  fair  lady,  I  must  away.  You  know, 
Molly,  I  really  do  like  you  and  you're  so  dark,  that 
we'd  look  well  together  if  you  cared  about  clothes  and 
clubs.  But  you  don't.  So  I  try  to  be  friendly  anyway 
and  drop  in  on  you  and  tell  you  the  news.  Then  you 
hate  me.  Well  —  nothing  really  hurts  me,  Molly,  ex- 
cept when  I  can't  buy  what  I  want.  So  it's  just  as 
well." 

"  I  don't  mean  to  be  rude,  Stephanie,  but  I  can't 
agree  with  you." 

"  I  suppose  you'll  hide  the  blessed  child  from  me  for 
fear  I  give  it  some  of  my  worldliness." 

"  You  won't  want  to  see  it  —  when  it  cries  and 
crushes  your  ruffles." 

"  Who  is  to  be  godfather  and  godmother?  "  Steph- 
anie was  thinking  how  well  she  would  look  standing  in 
the  soft  light  of  the  baptismal  font  at  the  church  and 
having  a  well  dressed,  sleeping  child  in  her  arms  — 
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like  a  madonna.  She  was  sure  she  could  persuade 
Jack  to  buy  an  automobile  on  time  if  he  ever  saw  her 
in  that  role! 

**  Nate  and  Jack,"  said  Molly  honestly. 

"  I  see  —  well,  of  course  you'd  have  to."  Stephanie 
pulled  down  her  veil  and  registered  a  fervent  hope  that 
Nate  would  spill  the  child  on  the  floor  or  that  it  would 
tie  itself  into  bowknots  of  colic  through  the  ceremony. 


CHAPTER  XIV 

STEPHANIE  walked  home,  busy  planning  her 
spring  suit  and  wondering  how  long  she  could 
manage  to  stay  in  New  York  at  Easter.  Then 
a  happy  thought  struck  her.  She  would  run  up  and 
call  on  Darly.  It  would  please  Jack  beyond  measure, 
and  perhaps  it  would  mean  that  the  lovely  mandarin 
coat  might  be  given  her  —  she  had  hinted  tactfully  for 
weeks. 

Stephanie  had  a  definite  scheme  of  things  to  which 
she  adhered  strictly.  In  the  same  way  that  she 
shrewdly  served  salmon  salad  and  charlotte  russe  when 
she  had  Paul  and  Molly  for  tea  and  served  fresh 
lobster  salad  and  fancy  cakes  at  a  dollar  a  pound  and 
maple  mousse  when  she  entertained  her  best  friends, 
so  she  divided  her  time  and  interests.  She  spent  most 
of  it  in  cultivating  people  who  had  machines  and  good 
houses  and  leisure  time.  She  made  herself  invaluable 
by  adjusting  bows  and  helping  fix  over  frocks  and  ap- 
pearing beautifully  dressed  and  sweet,  almost  sadly  so 
at  times,  and  devoted  to  Jack  and  her  aunt  in  public. 
Then  she  wedged  in  Jack's  people  at  stray  intervals  — 
but  always  sweetly  and  with  apparent  devotion.  And 
to  Jack  alone  she  showed  the  cloven  foot  of  legal 

authority,  while  she  reserved  a  single,  powerful  weapon 
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of  defense  to  use  in  case,  during  some  wild  mood  or 
vagary  of  discontent,  she  might  knock  the  rose-colored 
glasses  from  his  honest,  trusting  eyes.  She  was  shrewd 
enough  for  this,  even  while  she  apparently  let  slip  every 
atom  of  self-control  during  her  hysteria. 

'^  I  suppose  your  mother  is  an  angel  personified," 
she  said  one  day,  after  the  conclusion  of  a  storm. 
"  She  never  does  or  says  anything  that  would  not  be 
fit  to  be  printed  in  the  church  calendar  I  Do  you  think 
I  am  fool  enough  to  believe  that?  As  if  you  hadn't 
had  your  wrangles  and  jangles;  every  one  does." 
Stephanie  had  been  at  the  making-up  stage  and  she 
was  a  trifle  anxious.  She  wanted  Jack  to  buy  her  a 
hammered  silver  belt  buckle  which  she  had  watched  in 
a  jeweller's  window  for  days. 

"  Stephanie,  we  never  had  such  —  such  scenes  as  you 
create.  I  have  never  spoken  to  my  mother  about  my 
father,  but  I  have  honestly  wondered,  since  my  mar- 
riage, if  he  was  not  of  the  same  temperament  as  your- 
self. It  would  crucify  my  mother,  if  he  were  —  just 
as  it  crucifies  me." 

"  Oh,  really  —  well  that's  nice."  Stephanie  forgot 
the  belt  buckle  —  for  a  moment.  It  would  do  a  little 
later.  "  So !  I  am  like  your  father  —  the  bad,  bold 
man  who  ruined  Darly's  career!  Fiddlesticks  —  she 
was  never  any  great  shucks  as  an  actress  or  she'd  have 
stuck  to  the  game.  Don't  tell  me.  It  is  all  very  well 
to  stand  spouting  platitudes,  but  if  she  had  had  any 
success  —  or  shape,'*  finished  Stephanie  frankly,  "  she'd 
have  stayed  over  in  London  and  you  could  have  picked 
a  modest  British  daisy  with  a  temper  like  a  spring 
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lamb.  Your  Darly  has  as  good  a  temper  as  any  one 
—  now  don't  tell  me  that  gaff." 

"  We  did  argue  —  hotly.  Paul  and  Molly  and 
Nate  and  I.  We  fought  night  after  night  about  poli- 
tics and  religions  and  art  and  whatnot.  But  it  never 
came  down  to  personalities," — Jack's  face  was  white 
with  anger  — **  and  when  the  subject  was  dropped  — 
so  was  the  argument.  That  was  all.  We  talked  and 
agreed  or  argued  about  something  else.  Of  course 
no  two  people  are  going  to  think  alike  about  every- 
thing. Heavens  on  earth,  the  world  would  be  a  dull 
monotone  I  No  one  wants  that.  But  that  is  as  far 
removed  from  your  —  your  nonsense  as  daylight  from 
night.  Of  course  Mother  and  I  differed.  Of  course 
we  got  on  each  other's  nerves.  Sometimes  I  seemed  to 
Darly  a  mighty  ungrateful,  surly  cub.  Sometimes 
Darly  seemed  to  me  overly  fussy  and  anxious.  But  we 
were  always  polite  —  I  cannot  imagine  my  mother  for- 
getting her  birthright.  You  know  it  is  only  ill-bred 
people  who  lose  their  tempers  and  scream  and  throw 
stuff.  You  read  about  them  in  the  papers  and  that  is 
all.  My  mother's  house  was  the  house  of  a  gentle- 
woman. And  when  I  married  I  believed  that  my 
wife's  should  be  the  same  I  " 

At  this  Stephanie  had  gone  through  her  regular 
coarse,  with  Jack  struggling  to  be  calm  and  to  point 
out  to  this  girl,  whom  he  still  worshipped,  the  wrong- 
ness,  the  folly,  the  degrading  weakness  of  such  a  dis- 
play.    He  urged  her  seeing  a  physician. 

"  Oh-ho,  so  you  want  to  shut  me  up  in  an  asylum," 
she  screamed. 
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Jack's  eyes  filled  with  tears.  He  walked  to  the 
window  of  the  silly  little  attempt  at  a  salon,  and  looked 
down  into  the  street.  He  wondered  how  many  men 
tramping  to  or  from  work  had  wives  who  outwardly 
seemed  to  be  the  very  acme  of  perfection  and  who  in- 
wardly showed  themselves  of  a  make  up  which  should 
kill  the  most  valiant  love  and  patience  in  the  world ! 

"  Steve,"  he  said  presently,  turning  back  to  her, 
"  please  don't  —  if  you  only  knew  how  it  hurts." 

**  Baby,  mollycoddle  —  why  don't  you  try  beating 
me  ?  "  she  demanded,  determined  not  to  give  up  the 
fray.  'There  was  just  so  much  venom  to  be  expended 
—  and  Jack  was  her  legal  outlet.  But  she  wanted  him 
to  fight  back  as  hard  and  then  to  finally  be  beaten  — 
down  —  down  —  down  until  the  rhythm  of  hysteria 
was  exhausted  and  she  could  please  herself  still  further 
with  humbling,  penitent,  absurd  apologies,  followed  by 
extravagantly  affectionate  moments,  and  then,  as  a  con- 
cession to  Stephanie  —  Heaven  knew  why  —  some 
handsome  gift,  a  hotel  dinner,  or  a  theater! 

"  I  would  beat  you,"  the  boy  answered  honestly, 
grieved  at  himself  when  he  found  a  latent  ugliness 
which  was  fanned  into  existence  to  combat  that  of  his 
wife's.     "  I  would  —  if  it  was  worth  while  1  " 

Stephanie  had  cried  and  begged  and  started  to  rage 
around  the  room  without  care  of  herself  or  the  furni- 
ture. And  Jack  had  gone  away  and  left  her.  When 
he  came  back  she  was  beautifully  dressed,  presiding 
over  a  chafing-dish  of  some  creamed  stuff  and  black 
coffee,  and  she  was  so  charming  and  bewitching  and 
tender  that  the  boy  sat  down  and  ate  and  drank  and 
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paid  homage  to  her.  He  was  in  a  maze,  confused,  ac- 
tually, as  to  whether  or  not  he  had  understood  her 
aright;  it  almost  seemed  as  if  he  had  dreamed  it  or 
had  taken  an  exaggerated,  perverted  view.  So  he 
bought  her  the  silver  belt  buckle  because  he  was  afraid 
Stephanie  would  feel  his  love  was  lessening  if  he  re- 
fused I 

She  found  Darly  resting  in  her  room.  She  ran  up 
and  peeped  in  the  door,  a  pretty  picture,  saying  softly : 

^'  I  always  disturb  you.  Mother  Heath,  please  don't 
get  up.     I  was  just  lonesome  to  see  you.'' 

"  Were  you  ?  "  Darly  sat  up  delightedly.  "  Why, 
I'm  ever  so  flattered.  Take  off  your  things  and  have 
a  cup  of  tea." 

"  If  it  won't  be  too  much  bother."  Stephanie  had 
been  counting  on  the  tea  all  the  way  up. 

"  Nonsense,  here  I  am,  a  lazy  old  lady."  Darly, 
in  her  lavender  gown,  rose  and  began  the  familiar 
brushing  up  of  her  faded,  scented  hair.  '^  How  nice 
you  look,  Stephanie  —  all  new  ?  " 

"  Dear  no,"  said  Stephanie  deprecatingly,  "  just  my 
poor  little  things  I  try  to  make  the  most  of  I  I  go 
over  Aunt  Reba's  old  trunks  and  always  bring  out 
something  for  either  one  of  us." 

"  It  looks  mighty  well  on  you.  Have  you  seen 
MoUy?" 

"  Just  came  from  there.  Isn't  it  lovely?  Oh,  dear, 
she's  such  a  wonderful  home  body.  It  makes  me 
ashamed.  I  took  her  a  carriage  set  —  it  seemed  to 
please  her.  Pink  —  with  ten  bows.  It  took  five  yards 
of  one  size  ribbon  and  seven  of  another." 
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**  Wasn't  that  nice  ?     She  must  have  been  surprised." 

*^  I  adore  baby  things.  I  found  her  at  work  on  the 
ones  you  gave," —  here  Stephanie  proceeded  to  play  her 
trump  card.  **  Oh,  Mother  Heath,  whatever  ipade 
you  give  them  all  to  her?  I'd  so  adore  having  Jack's 
own  things?  " 

*'  Would  you,  Stephanie?  Really?  I  thought  just 
the  opposite." 

"  Indeed  I  would  — " 

"  Well,  there  a  few  precious  ones  left  —  that  I 
couldn't  give  even  to  Molly.  You  may  have  them,  my 
dear." 

•*  Thank  you  so  much.  You  won't  forget,  will 
you?" 

"  The  very  next  time  you  come  —  but " —  Darly 
paused — "do  —  do  you  want  them  right  away?" 
Her  gray  eyes  glowed  with  hope. 

"  Oh,  no,"  Stephanie  answered  quickly,  "  but  I 
thought  I'd  like  having  them  on  hand  —  and  the  lace 
on  Molly's  was  wonderful  Val.  It  isn't  really  suitable 
for  baby  clothes  —  more  for  waists." 

Darly  nodded  briefly.     She  saw  through  the  ruse. 

"  Let's  have  our  tea,"  was  all  she  said. 

Stephanie  walked  downstairs  in  a  circle  so  as  to  avoid 
Sandy,  who  growled  as  she  passed  and  thumped  his  tail 
for  Darly. 

"  That  beast  is  unhealthy  —  he's  so  old,"  she  said. 

"  No,  I  asked  about  it  —  he's  merely  sleeping  away 
like  a  child.  I  can't  bear  to  have  him  go ;  he's  been  so 
loyal." 

*'  Jack  loves  a  dog,  I  don't.     If  we  ever  had  room  I 
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might  have  a  small,  very  small,  pure  white,  pedigreed 
Angora  kitten  —  or  Persian  —  yes,  I  think  I  would 
prefer  a  Persian.     But  never  unless  we  had  a  house/' 

"  I  think  you  would  like  a  house  better  than  the 
apartment.  There  is  a  nice  one  for  rent  on  the  other 
side  of  town  —  thirty  dollars  a  month." 

''  I  would  never  live  in  a  house  unless  I  owned  it  and 
we  could  have  a  competent  maid,"  Stephanie  ex- 
plained, smiling  prettily  at  Hetty,  "  because  I  simply 
cannot  do  housework.     You  never  did." 

*'  I  learned  how  finally,  though  it  took  me  some  time. 
I  had  always  done  another  sort  of  work.  But  I  like 
it  now.  I  often  think  this  house  is  too  big  and  it  is 
foolish  to  stay.  But  it  would  be  hard  to  sell  —  and 
then,  I'm  sentimental.  I  confess  I  wouldn't  like  to 
see  strangers,  especially  in  the  garden.  Jack  grew  up 
in  that  garden ;  he  was  as  much  a  part  of  it  with  his 
little  denim  overalls  and  red  wheelbarrow  trotting 
after  me  as  if  he  actually  grew  from  one  of  the  bushes." 

"  Really  —  isn't  that  nice  ?  "  Stephanie  took  an- 
other cookie. 

**  So  I'll  stay  on  here  —  a  little  longer." 

"  You  know," —  Stephanie  edg'  d  toward  her  con- 
fidentially — ^**  I  believe  that  Jack  would  do  better  in 
New  York.  He  is  not  a  small-town  man.  Paul  Kail 
is.  Now  if  you  were  to  sell  and  come  to  New  York  to 
live  in  an  apartment  hotel.  Jack  would  come  too.  He 
is  so  fond  of  you  that  he  would  never  leave  you  here. 
It  would  be  ideal  —  get  rid  of  all  this  —  this  furni- 
ture,"—  Stephanie  looked  around  as  she  spoke  — 
^^  and  then  Jack  could  start  in  some  sort  of  business." 
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"  Jade  has  an  excellent  opportunity  where  he  is, 
Stephanie,  and  there  is  enough  of  the  primitive  man  in 
him  to  want  the  small  town  and  not  the  taxi-ridden 
streets.  If  he  works  up  as  he  should,  he'll  be  made  a 
member  of  the  firm." 

"  But  it  would  always  be  Lancaster,"  she  pouted. 

"  A  small  town  is  better  for  children."  Darly  al- 
most smiled. 

"  Yes  —  of  course  —  but  then,  I'm  not  happy  here, 
and  if  I'm  not  happy,  why  Jack  can't  be,"  Stephanie 
retorted. 

*'  That  is  true.  Don't  you  think  you  could  learn  to 
be  happy  —  with  Jack  loving  so  hard?  " 

**  No.  I  was  born  in  New  York  and  it  is  life  and 
breath  to  me.  I  have  made  up  my  mind,  definitely,  to 
have  Jack  make  a  change.  One  of  my  friends  has  a 
chance  for  him  —  not  good  of  course  —  but  a  chance." 

"Is  the  salary  better?" 

"  That's  it.  And  it  costs  twice  as  much  to  live 
there  as  here.  We  rent  an  expensive  apartment  for 
Lancaster,  I  presume,  but  in  New  York  it  would  be 
sixty  or  seventy  dollars  a  month  anyway  —  unless  we 
boarded.     And  there  are  all  my  things  and  — " 

"  What  does  Jack  say?  " 

"  He'd  go  if  you  would."  Stephanie  smiled  her 
prettiest. 

"  I'm  too  old  to  transplant  again.  I  shall  not  say 
anything  about  your  ideas ;  it  is  your  own  life  and  you 
must  live  it.  But  Sandy  and  I  will  stay  here  together." 
Darly's  voice  was  very  firm. 

"  Well,  then,  we'll  have  to  stay,  I  suppose  —  un- 
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til  something  else  turns  up."  Stephanie  set  down  her 
teacup  and  rose.  '^  But  it  seems  a  shame.  I  must 
skip  along.  Aunt  Reba  is  home  and  she  doesn't  ever 
even  start  to  get  dinner." 

'*  Is  it  a  good  dinner  to-night?"  asked  Darly. 

Stephanie  took  a  delight  in  her  answer.  '*  Canned 
ox  tail  soup,  some  potato  salad,  ham  and  tea,  and 
there's  half  of  a  chocolate  cake  I  bought  yesterday. 
Then,  while  Jack  washes  the  dishes,  we'll  dress. 
We're  going  to  the  theater." 

Darly  pointed  to  the  plate  of  cookies.  *'  Take  these 
—  they're  made  of  oatmeal,"  she  said  shortly. 

Divided  between  her  greediness  and  her  desire  to 
tease,  Stephanie  hesitated.  The  greediness  won. 
"  Oh,  thank  you,"  she  said,  and  then  added  maliciously, 
'*  I'll  hide  these  or  Jack  would  eat  them  all.  Auntie 
and  I  will  have  them  for  our  breakfast-lunch  to-mor- 
row." 

Darly  saw  her  to  the  door.  At  the  threshold 
Stephanie  wavered.  "  Mother  Heath,"  she  asked, 
blushing  slightly,  "  do  —  do  you  wear  that  mandarin 
coat  very  much?" 

"Not  much.     Why?" 

"  Well,  would  you  mind  just  lending  it  to  me  when 
I  go  to  New  York  for  Easter?  I'm  simply  destitute 
for  an  evening  wrap.  I'll  be  very  careful  of  it;  I'll 
fix  it  over  just  a  very  little  and  it  will  be  right  in  style 
for  you,  too." 

"  Why,  if  you  wish,"  said  Darly  in  a  disinterested 
voice;  "  I'll  lend  it  to  youl  " 

Stephanie's    teeth    clicked    angrily.     "  Good-bye," 
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■ 

she  answered,  looking  back  with  an  angelic  smile. 
"  I've  had  a  lovely  time." 

When  she  got  to  the  foot  of  the  hill,  one  of  her 
rages  at  being  thwarted  came  over  her  and  she  threw 
the  cookies  into  a  ditch. 

**  Sent  away  with  a  parcel  of  food  like  a  beggar," 
she  said.  *'  Selfish,  rich  old  woman  I  Wait  until  I 
make  Jack  Heath  go  to  New  York." 

She  found  Aunt  Reba  complacently  doing  lace  work. 

"  Didn't  you  even  set  the  table  ?  "  demanded  Steph- 
anie. 

"  No.  Jack  'phoned  he  couldn't  come  home  —  an- 
other sale.  I  thought  we  would  lunch  or  go  to  the 
tearoom.  I  asked  Mrs.  Atkinson  to  use  the  extra 
theater  ticket." 

"  I  don't  want  her,"  Stephanie  pouted,  her  face 
darkening.  "  Oh  —  you  can  ask  some  one  else  to  go 
in  my  place.     It's  no  fun  without  an  escort." 

"Very  well."  Aunt  Reba  folded  up  her  work 
neatly.  "  Now,  Stephanie,  don't  wait  here  alone  and 
rage  when  Jack  comes.     He'll  turn  on  you  some  day." 

"Stop,"  she  cried  loudly;  "you've  no  right  to  talk 
to  mc  —  where  would  you  be  if  we  didn't  feed  you?  " 

Aunt  Reba's  purse-proud  face  folded  into  harsh 
lines.  "  I  shall  not  listen  to  you,"  she  answered  her 
niece. 

**  You  shall  — " 

"  I  am  np  man  that  kisses  can  win  back  —  and  even 
kisses  grow  stale,"  she  added.  "  I  know  —  it  was 
my  own  failing." 

"  You  can  go  out  of  here  as  soon  as  you  like.     I 
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want  to  be  alone."  Stephanie  paid  no  attention  to 
her. 

**  You  are  making  a  fool  of  yourself,"  her  aunt  con- 
tinued, first  finding  the  tickets  and  pocketing  them. 
"  Here  you  have  a  well-bred  young  husband  with 
brains  —  and  a  very  decent  disposition.  His  mother 
isn't  half  bad ;  you  could  be  more  generous  to  her  — 
and  this  Molly  is  a  simple  little  drudge  who  would 
follow  you  like  a  dog  if  you  had  flattered  instead  of 
laughed  at  her.  You  can  catch  more  flies  by  honey 
than  vinegar  —  ever  "hear  that  before?  " 

"  I'm  tired  listening  to  you  —  go  away  from  here 
—  go  away."     Stephanie  began  to  stamp  her  foot. 

"  Very  well,  I  will."  Aunt  Reba  went  into  the  bed- 
room and  took  her  wraps.  "  Now,  Stephanie,  before 
I  go,  I  beg  of  you  not  to  make  some  senseless,  nerve- 
wracking,  hysterical  scene  for  your  husband.  No  man 
stands  it  for  always.  You  could  gain  your  way  so 
much  more  by  pretending  to  be  docile  and  sunshiny,  by 
even  pretending  to  —  to  have  need  of  baby  clothes." 
Aunt  Reba's  old  face  was  hideous  with  its  worldly  wis- 
dom. She  was  Stephanie  —  frozen  by  the  wisdom  of 
years  into  careful,  cruel  self-restraint  and  caution. 

"  Get  out  of  here,"  screamed  Stephanie,  throwing 
oflf  her  things.  "  I'm  tired  of  you  and  your  everlasting 
cackling." 

**  You  will  have  to  stop  losing  your  temper  and 
showing  your  real  self  if  you  are  going  to  keep  Jack 
Heath,"  her  aunt  added  anxiously ;  "  you  wanted  to  be 
supported  and  you  are  —  nicely,  too  —  and  his  mother 
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will  leave  him  everything.  But  you  spoil  it  all  by 
your  devilishness !  "     The  door  banged. 

Coming  home  about  ten,  Jack  found  Stephanie  sit- 
ting up  in  the  dining-room,  her  hair  loosely  braided 
and  a  quilted  robe  thrown  around  her  shoulders. 

"Darling,  are  you  ill?'*  he  asked  solicitously. 
"  Didn't  you  go  to  the  theater  — " 

**  Aunt  Reba  went  and  took  friends.  You  know  I 
hate  going  unescorted." 

"  I  was  terribly  sorry  to  miss  it,"  Jack  kissed  her, 
"  but  this  was  important  and  I  knew  you'd  understand. 
Jove,  I'm  tired  —  anything  to  eat?  I  fairly  bolted 
my  dinner." 

"  There's  some  milk  —  and  the  rest  of  a  chocolate 
cake." 

"  Fine,"  said  Jack  cheerfully,  going  to  get  it.  He 
took  off  his  coat  and  vest  and  sat  down,  carelessly,  op- 
posite her  across  the  dining-room  table.  **  What  were 
you  doing,  mermaid,  sitting  here  all  alone?  " 

"  I  was  thinking,"  said  Stephanie  slowly,  but  dis- 
tinctly, "  what  a  fool  I  ever  was  to  marry  you." 

Jack  jumped  up  in  amazement.     "  Stephanie  1  '* 

"  I  mean  it.  I'm  dead  sick  of  trying  to  live  in  a 
cheap,  small  town  with  a  cheap-salaried  husband.  I'm 
sick  of  trying  to  make  ends  meet  on  a  hundred  and 
fifty  dollars  a  month  and  being  up-to-date  and  civilized 
at  the  same  time.  I'm  sick  of  your  friends,  who  look 
at  me  as  if  I  were  a  creature  from  another  world. 
I'm  sick  of  this  endless  chanting  of  wifely  duty,  wifely 
this,  and  wifely  that.     I'm  sick  of  Aunt  Reba.     I'm 
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sick  of  your  mother  I  She's  jealous  of  me  and  sus* 
picious  and  she's  selfish,  too.  I  went  to  see  her  to- 
day. She  has  given  Molly  all  your  baby  clothes  and  it 
seems  to  me  unfair.  I  told  her  so.  She  had  looked 
upon  me  as  a  creature  without  a  single  decent  instinct. 
She  gave  me  a  cup  of  tea  and  the  rest  of  the  cookies 
to  bring  home  1  She  thinks  I  starve  you  —  well,  you're 
old  enough  to  speak  if  you're  hungry.  Do  you  want 
to  know  what  I  did  with  those  cookies  7  I  threw  them 
in  the  ditch  right  in  front  of  Nate  Kail's  house,  your 
old  sweetheart,  whom  your  mother  has  come  to  stay 
with  her  so  they  can  criticize  me !  Oh,  I'm  not  a  fool." 
She  rose  and  began  pounding  the  table.  Her  rage 
had  had  the  unfortunate  chance  to  resolve  itself  into 
a  solid  tabulation  of  untruth  which  must  be  spent  from 
Stephanie's  unpoised  brain  before  she  could  resume  her 
natural  course.  Had  Jack  come  in  a  little  earlier  he 
would  have  found  her  in  a  sobby,  wavering  state  of 
mind  which  could  have  easily  been  conquered.  But 
she  had  had  opportunity  to  deliberately  work  herself 
up  into  a  rage  such  as  he  had  never  seen  before. 

"  Stephanie !  Do  you  mean  this  ?  Not  as  you  have 
said  things  other  times  but  as  you  have  never  said  them. 
Tell  me,  do  you  mean  this?'*  Jack  rose  and  faced 
her.  All  the  gladness  in  his  face  had  gone;  it  was 
full  of  odd,  hollow  shadows  like  an  old  man's. 

"  I  mean  it  —  and  more.  I  mean  I  will  not  stay 
here  any  longer.  If  you  still  want  me  to  be  your  wife, 
you  must  get  a  position  in  New  York.  I  will  not  live 
here.  I  have  done  nothing  but  be  snubbed  by  your 
friends  —  oh," —  she  gave  an  ugly,  perplexing  cry  — 
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"  I  hate  every  one  when  I  think  of  it  I  want  life  — 
and  clothes  and  the  things  IVe  always  wanted. 
What's  the  use  of  getting  married  if  you  don't  get 
what  youVe  always  wanted  I  I  won't  have  what  I 
don't  like.  Life's  too  short  —  I  threw  myself  away 
on  you  —  you,  who  couldn't  even  give  me  an  engage- 
ment ring  and  who  run  home  to  your  mother  every 
time  you  want  advice  about  a  new  necktie.  I  tell  you 
I  won't  have  it  —  you  and  your  damned — ^* 

"  Stephanie,  it  isn't  necessary  to  swear  to  convince 
me  you  are  no  longer  in  love."  Jack's  voice  was 
sharply  violent. 

Stephanie  began  to  retreat.  "  Very  well,"  she  said, 
the  blood  tingling  to  the  tips  of  her  fingers  from  the 
violent  emotion,  "very  well  —  but  you  might  have 
gone  to  the  theater  to-night !  " 

"  Good  God,"  said  Jack  dully,  "  and  was  all  this  — 
all  this  —  because  I  was  trying  to  make  a  little  more 
money  for  you  ?  " 

"  Don't  swear,"  reminded  Stephanie. 

"  It  isn't  swearing.  I'm  asking  —  no  mere  mortal 
could  ever  explain  it,"  Jack  flung  back  bitterly.  He 
walked  into  the  kitchen  with  his  plate  of  lunch,  pour- 
ing the  milk  into  the  sink  and  throwing  the  cake  away. 
Stephanie  followed  him. 

"  You  needn't  tell  me  anything  more,"  he  said.  **  I 
won't  listen.  I  understand.  I'm  not  absolutely 
stupid.     Make  your  own  arrangements." 

"  Arrangements  for  what?  "  asked  Stephanie,  fright- 
ened. 

"  For  going  away,  for  doing  whatever  it  is  you 
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wish/'  He  turned  out  the  kitchen  light  and  brushed 
by  her.     She  caught  at  his  arm. 

"Jack—" 

"Don't,"  he  repeated;  "I  tell  you  Tm  through." 

"  You  mean  you  wiU  never  forgive  me?  "  she  said, 
drawing  in  her  breath  like  a  frightened  child.  "  Jack, 
sometimes  I  think  I'm  not  responsible  —  that  it  isn't 
the  real  me  at  these  times  —  I  — ^" 

"  It  isn't  the  Stephanie  I  married,"  he  said  sadly. 
"  I  had  planned  all  evening  on  being  home  ahead  of 
you,  waiting  to  tell  you  I  had  made  the  first  sale  for 
several  weeks  and  you  could  go  to  New  York.  Well, 
you  can  go  —  even  if  you  don't  come  back." 

"  You  made  the  sale  1  .  .  •  Jack,  I've  been  a  beast. 
Jack,  do  you  honestly  —  honestly  truly,  know  what 
I  wanted  to  tell  you  ?  Won't  you  please  listen  now  — 
won't  you  ?  "  Stephanie  knew  the  time  had  come  to 
play  her  last  weapon. 

*'  If  you  wish,"  he  said  without  interest. 

"  I've  been  thinking  about  things,"  she  came  closer 
and  put  her  pretty,  trembling  hands  on  his  coat  sleeves, 
"  and  Jack,  .do  you  know  why  I  want  New  York  so 
much,  so  very,  very  much?  Because,  dear  heart,  I 
want  you  to  have  a  bigger  income  because  —  because 
—  I  want  so  much  to  come  to  you  and  tell  you  what 
Molly  told  Paul.  Then  all  the  moods  will  pass  — 
and  —  and  — "     Stephanie  was  crying  quite  properly. 

Jack  smiled.  "  Oh,  Steve,  you're  adorable  when 
you're  the  real  you,"  he  said.  "  Darling,  do  you  mean 
it?  I'm  so  glad.  It'll  change  everything  for  you  and 
everything  for  me  if  that  ever  comes  to  pass.  .  .  . 
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But  all  that  you  said  just  now — ^^  Jack  was  bewil- 
dered. A  thin  but  permanent  mist  had  formed  on 
the  rose-colored  glasses.  Not  even  Stephanie's  glori- 
ous promise  or  her  tender,  wifely  kisses  could  make  it 
clear  again. 

^^  Oh)  Jack)  it  was  just  wickedness/'  she  said,  like 
a  9tage  soubrette,  all  eyes  and  smiles  and  quaint  child- 
ish pronunciation,  **just  bad  of  me.  I  adore  you, 
Jack  Heath  —  just  as  some  day  I  know  I  will  adore 
your  son.  .  .  .  Kiss  me.  .  .  .  Carry  me.  .  .  ." 

And  Jack  raised  the  slender,  pale  gold,  green-eyed 
girl  in  his  arms  obediently,  his  pulses  whirling  —  but 
the  mist  still  on  the  glasses. 

Molly  told  Paul  what  Stephanie  had  said,  when  she 
showed  him  the  ribbon  set. 

"They're  pretty  enough,"  Paul  admitted,  his  lips 
curling,  "  but,  jove,  Molly,  she'd  never  wade  through 
a  rainstorm  to  get  a  bottle  of  medicine  for  the  child." 

"No,  I'm  afraid  not  —  perhaps  she  hasn't  found 
herself.  I  don't  know.  After  all,  Paul,  I  haven't  the 
right  to  devote  myself  to  Stephanie's  salvation.  I've 
my  hands  full  with  making  you  design  Mr.  Almy's 
buildings  in  the  best  sort  of  way  and  —  in  waiting  for 
July." 

Another  abrupt  limitation  had  replaced  the  narrow- 
ness of  the  honeymoon  pool.  •  This  rime  the  universe 
was  bounded  definitely,  on  all  sides,  by  the  coming  of 
MoUy's  child  I 


CHAPTER  XV 

EANS I  Hurray ! "  Nate  sniffed  the  air 
eagerly  as  she  came  into  the  hall  and  threw 
her  sweater  and  sport  hat  on  the  lounge. 
**  Darly,  I  got  into  a  bunch  of  stickers  to-day  —  look 
at  my  skirt."  She  turned  so  Darly  could  see  the  matted 
folds  of  the  flannel  dress. 

"  Why,  Nate,  they'll  never  come  out.  What  in  the 
world  were  you  doing?  " 

**  Trying  to  get  the  first  bit  of  spring  in  the  shape 
of  early  bloomed  pussy  willows.  The  children  were 
with  me.  You  ought  to  have  heard  the  beggars 
chortle.  Oh,  Darly,  I'm  so  tired  that  every  bone  of 
me  aches." 

"  Going  to  stay  all  night  up  here  ?  " 

"  Unless  you  don't  want  me."  Nate's  brown  eyes 
were  wistful. 

"  Of  course  I  do  —  your  room  is  always  ready  for 
you." 

There  was  a  brief  silence.  Nate  snapped  her  fin- 
gers at  Sandy  and  tried  to  hum  nonchalantly.  There 
existed  a  silence  of  understanding  between  them,  since 
the  night  of  Jack's  wedding.  Not  once  had  they 
veered  on  to  the  subject,  even  mentioning  Stephanie 
with  polite  lies  and  passing  quickly  over  the  events  of 

Jack's  and  Stephanie's  lives. 

162 
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"How's  Molly?"  Darly  asked,  to  break  the 
pause. 

"  Splendid.  I'm  going  to  take  tea  with  them  to- 
morrow. I  don't  think  she  ever  looked  prettier.  Do 
you?  Paul  is  working  his  head  off  on  those  wonder- 
ful plans.  I  know  you're  included  in  the  secret  so  I  can 
talk  about  it.  I  do  hope  he  makes  it.  Sometimes  I 
think  I  should  have  been  the  boy  and  Paul  the  girl. 
Paul  does  incline  toward  being  a  perfect  lady  when 
it  comes  to  hammering  nails  in  straight."  Nate  put 
her  strong,  tanned  arms  up  back  of  her  head  in  a 
characteristic  position. 

"  And  how  does  your  work  go?  " 

"  Oh,  I  manage  not  to  insult  any  one.  They  all 
look  upon  me  as  a  poor  old  maid  with  tomboyish  tend- 
encies," Nate  chuckled,  "  but  I  keep  the  rector  in  trim 
for  his  speeches  and  I  write  lovely  letters  to  the  heathen 
and  tell  them  the  Christmas  boxes  are  on  the  way  and 
to  be  sure  to  use  their  tooth  brushes  night  and  morn- 
ing—  and  I  love  the  youngsters.  I'm  drilling  them 
for  a  pageant  now,  Darly  —  and  by  the  way,  may  I 
beg  for  wigs  and  costumes?  " 

"  Go  through  the  trunks  in  the  morning." 

"  Thanks.  You're  supposed  to  come  to  the  dress 
rehearsal  and  do  the  finishing  touches.  Let's  see  — 
oh,  yes,  I  do  all  the  odds  and  ends,  including  polishing 
off  the  curate's  sermons.  Poor  little  straw  man !  I'm 
not  laughing  at  him,  you  know,  only  sometimes  they 
all  seem  so  nice  and  stereotyped,  as  if  nothing  very 
big  and  vital  and  upsetting  had  ever  come  into  their 
lives  and  made  them  reconstruct.     I've  come  to  be- 
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lieve  that  it  isn't  building  up  one's  life  that  is  the  hard 
task  —  it's  the  rebuilding  it  when  something  has 
knocked  it  all  to  bits  1 "  Nate  drew  her  knees  up  and 
rested  her  arms  on  them.  In  the  firelight,  her  face 
looked  thin  and  white. 

"  Always  the  rebuilding  when  it  seems  you  —  just 
—  can't,"  Darly  echoed. 

'*  But  they  do  such  a  lot  of  good  and  it's  a  wise,  re- 
straining discipline  for  me  —  to  have  to  sit  there  and 
refrain  from  slang  or  worse.  Sometimes  I  go  away 
and  ask  myself  if  I  really  believe  it  all  —  it  sometimes 
seems  as  mechanical  as  if  the  sun  were  a  papier-mache 
affair  with  regulation  crews  of  Noah's  Ark  animals 
working  day  and  night  shifts  —  with  the  sun  on  one 
side  of  the  papier-mache  and  the  moon  pasted  on  the 
other  I  It  seems  so  intangible,  sometimes  —  the 
woods  seemed  to-day  as  if  they  were  filled  with  inspira- 
tion. I  mean  besides  stickers,"  Nate  added,  laugh- 
ing at  herself.  "And  then  there  are  the  children. 
You  have  to  believe  things  for  them.  The  way  I  fig- 
ure out  the  average  orthodox  leader  of  to-day,  Darly, 
is  this:  They  believe  a  whole  heap  more  than  they 
deem  it  wise  to  express  I  So  they  go  along  a  nice, 
smooth  pathway  that  even  the  mentally  lame  can  travel 
with  safety  and  benefit  —  and  save  the  glorious,  free 
thoughts  for  the  times  they  are  all  by  themselves  in 
deep,  mystic  woods  without  even  a  restricting  trail  I  " 
Nate  began  drumming  with  her  strong  fingers  against 
the  woodwork.  **  Oh,  hum,  Darly,  I  wish  I  could 
turti  Basswood  into  a  dog  boarding  house  1  Fm  sure 
I'd  make  a  huge  success.     But  for  the  sake  of  Paul 
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and  Molly  and  the  coming  infant,  I  desist  I  You  know 
I'm  to  be  godmother  —  can  you  imagine  me?  " 

"  Of  course  I  can.  If  it's  a  girl,  you'll  drive  Molly 
wild  by  teaching  her  to  tramp  and  fish  like  a  regular 
scout.  If  it's  a  boy,  he'll  run  away  from  his  parents 
and  come  to  live  with  you  by  the  time  he  is  six.  That 
is  my  forecast." 

"  There  will  be  big  changes  at  Molly's  bungalow  — 
it  makes  me  feel  old." 

"  You'll  find  yourself  feeling  young  again  —  after 
July.     There's  a  lot  of  the  maternal  in  you,  Nate." 

"In  me?  Why,  I'm  so  clumsy  I  can't  tie  bonnet 
strings  and  make  'em  look  like  anything  but  the  clos- 
ing of  a  potato  sack." 

"That  isn't  maternal  ability.  There  is  as  much 
difference  as  there  is  between  a  good  housekeeper  and 
a  good  homemaker.  Sometimes  you  find  a  happy 
blending.  But  of  the  two,  it  is  better  to  be  the 
homemaker.  The  good  housekeeper  drives  her 
family  into  the  neighbors'  houses  and  herself  into 
a  worn-out  frenzy.  The  real  mothers  don't  sit  up 
nights  to  make  a  speciality  of  bows  and  ruffles ;  they  are 
more  keen  on  not  letting  the  children  stray  far  from 
their  hearts." 

"  That's  odd.  I  always  steeled  myself  to  the  fact 
that  I  was  doomed  to  be  an  undomestic  person,  a  Sub- 
ject for  cartoonists.  I  can't  be  neat  and  nice  like 
MoUy." 

"  But  you  could  forgive  your  children  anything  and 
stand  by  them  ?  " 

"  I  can't  ever  imagine  turning  on  your  own  flesh 
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and  blood,"  Nate  admitted.  "  No  matter  what  But 
that  is  only  being  square  — " 

"  We  speak  in  different  tongues  but  with  the  same 
thought.  How  about  the  news?  I  was  too  busy  to- 
day to  read." 

"  Oh,  there's  a  — "  And  Nate  began  with  the  same 
boyish  ardor  which  Jack  had  once  had,  when  he  used 
to  curl  up  on  the  old  sofa,  facing  Darly  in  her  rose- 
wood chair  and  delivering  opinions  of  the  universe, 
praiseworthy  or  otherwise. 

They  were  just  finishing  their  supper  when  Jack 
came  in.  Nate  flushed  nervously.  She  had  managed 
skillfully  to  avoid  him  without  any  special  attention  be- 
ing drawn  to  the  fact.  Jack  had  not  noticed  it. 
Neither  had  Molly  or  Paul.  But  Stephanie  and  Darly 
had,  each  with  different  thoughts. 

''  Can  I  have  a  bean?  "  asked  Jack,  sitting  down  at 
the  table.  '^  Stephanie  went  to  a  bridal  shower  for 
some  girl  and  she  told  me  to  come  home  to  supper. 
I  was  late  getting  here.  Hullo,  Nate  Kail,  with  your 
red  cheeks !  You  look  as  if  you  had  been  walking  like 
an  athlete.  Pm  all  in  to  an  ounce,  Darly,  but  I  made 
a  good  sale." 

Whereupon  Jack  fell  to  and  the  plate  of  beans  van- 
ished before  he  spoke  again.  Darly  watched  him 
closely.  Jack  had  changed,  even  as  Molly  and  Nate 
had.  He  looked  older  and  she  saw  with  the  psychic 
eyes  of  motherhood  the  bruised,  withering  dreams. 
He  was  carelessly  dressed,  too,  not  like  the  one-time 
immaculately  groomed  Jack.  He  had  been  stinting 
himself  that  Stephanie  might  revel  in  finery.     There 
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was  a  spot  on  his  coat  and  the  cuffs  of  his  shirt  were 
frayed  and  soiled.  There  was  nothing  calculated  to 
make  the  impression  of  a  clean-cut,  up-to-date,  brisk 
salesman.  And  across  the  sensitive,  handsome  face 
was  a  shadow  brought  slowly  about  by  the  hysteria  and 
the  violent,  unreasoning  temper  which  can  wear  down 
to  a  fine  edge  even  a  lover's  patience  and  illusions. 

Slowly,  dimly,  not  yet  able  to  voice  it  in  words,  Jack 
was  beginning  to  realize  that  Stephanie  was  an  eco- 
nomic wastling;  her  tears  and  temperament  drowned 
his  energy  for  the  day's  work,  her  poor  housekeeping, 
her  ardor  for  ''  canned  meals,"  her  insatiable  desire 
for  new  things,  foolish  companions,  her  dislike  of  his 
mother  and  his  mother's  house,  her  careless  ridicule  of 
Paul  and  Molly,  and  her  pretended  jealousy  of  Nate 
Kail,  coupled  with  her  constant  criticism  of  the  girl's 
mannerisms  —  all  of  it  was  beginning  to  whisper  that 
he  had  married  some  one  he  would  soon  cease  to  love, 
but  with  the  rugged  loyalty  inherited  from  his  mother 
he  held  himself  steadfast.  He  tried  to  forget  that 
Stephanie  had  done  what  countless  young  women  do 
who  have  no  particular  vocation  —  she  had  married 
just  to  be  married,  with  the  idea  that  marriage  brought 
happy,  easy  living  minus  direct  responsibility.  And 
one  need  not  have  children  unless  she  wished  1 

To  the  boy's  mind  the  old  idea  of  divorce  and  the 
old  idea  alone  existed.  Divorce  was  for  those  who 
were  physically  unfaithful,  and  he  was  forcing  him- 
self to  plough  doggedly  on,  not  gaining  in  his  work 
and  trying  to  hide  from  Darly  the  crumbling,  clay 
feet  of  the  girl  he  had  made  his  wife.     No  one  else 
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but  Darly  and  Nate  saw.  For  although  Paul  and 
Molly  did  not  like  Stephanie,  yet  Paul  attributed  Jack's 
lack  of  success  to  the  fact  that  his  marriage  must  have 
'*  settled  him;  a  fellow  is  so  happy  that  he  doesn't  go 
hunting  big  jobs  —  he  lets  the  wretched  bachelors 
draw  'em  for  consolation  prizes  1 "  At  which  Molly 
secretly  demurred  a  bit,  and  set  him  to  work  on  Almy's 
plans  with  twice  the  insistent  command. 

'*  Nate  is  going  to  stay  all  night  with  me,"  said 
Darly,  when  Jack  passed  his  plate  for  more;  **  she's 
my  regular  week-end  guest.     Isn't  that  nice  ?  " 

'*  Splendid."  Jack  smiled  over  at  her,  a  ghost  of  his 
old  smile.  *'  I  hear  all  about  your  funny  kids,  Nate, 
through  Molly,  but  I've  been  so  beastly  busy  and  tired 
lately  that  I  haven't  had  time  personally  to  investigate 
what  you  are  doing.  And  —  you  never  come  to  see 
us — ^"  he  stopped  awkwardly,  for  Nate  might  have 
answered,  "  Stephanie  doesn't  want  me  1  " 

'*  Oh,  I'll  drop  in  sometime,"  she  said  pleasantly. 
*'  Have  some  cake?  " 

"  It's  mighty  nice  up  here."  Jack  leaned  back  in 
his  chair.  "  You  know  I'm  dead  tired  of  apartments." 
There  was  such  finality  in  his  tone  that  both  women 
started.  Jack  meant  he  was  "  dead  tired  "  of  a  great 
deal  more  when  he  said  ''  apartments,"  but  he  had  not 
yet  admitted  it  to  himself. 

"There's  no  room  to  spare,  is  there?"  Darly 
smiled  wistfully. 

"  No.  And  it  isn't  healthy  or  the  right  way  to 
live.  I'm  going  to  try  to  make  Steve  see  it  my  way. 
Our  lease  is  up  in  April.     You  see,  she'll  be  in  New 
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York  and  I'll  pledge  myself  to  do  all  the  moving  and 
settling  if  she'll  only  take  a  house.  I  want  a  garden, 
those  foolish  little  window-boxes  hooked  on  our  front 
sills  with  a  few  blades  of  grass  and  a  pansy  or  so  are 
a  joke.  I  want  to  get  out  and  dig  —  like  I  did  here. 
It  rests  me." 

*'  If  you  do  get  a  garden,"  Darly  promised,  "  you 
may  replant  half  of  mine." 

"You'll  help  me,  won't  you,  Nate?  Flowers  al- 
ways grow  for  you."  Jack  turned  to  her  eagerly,  sud- 
denly conscious  that  it  had  been  Nate  who  had  been 
the  companion  on  most  of  his  gardening  and  wood- 
gathering  expeditions  —  Nate,  unbeautiful  in  khaki 
and  rumpled  hair,  with  an  unpowdered,  shiny  face 
and  hands  as  strong  as  his,  scrambling  over  fences 
and  skinning  up  trees  and  carrying  full  half  of  the 
plunder  I  Just  now,  in  the  soft  dining-room  light, 
Nate's  brown  hair  shone  glossy  and  dark  and  it  was  in 
the  usual  braids  around  her  well-shaped  head.  It  was 
a  relief  from  the  pile  of  frizzes  and  curls  and  nets  and 
sparkly  combs.  Nate's  face  was  simple  and  true  and 
real  —  and  Jack  felt  a  curious  thrill  of  heartache  as  he 
repeated,  "  Won't  you  help,  Nate?  " 

Not  that  he  felt  the  slightest  degree  of  sentiment  to- 
ward her;  just  that  he  wanted  Darly  and  the  old  house 
and  Darly's  garden,  her  songs  and  stories,  her  soft 
English  voice  telling  brave,  splendid  things  to  a  chap 
when  he  came  home  tired  and  disheartened,  and  Nate 
always  bouncing  in  with  a  cheery  whistle,  a  happy- 
souled  Nate,  to  whom  the  word  hysteria  was  something 
to  be  as  dreaded  as  a  serpent.     She  suddenly  assumed 
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the  role  of  a  dearly  beloved,  younger  brother  who  had 
been  away  from  him  I 

"Why  —  if  —  if  you  like,"  Nate  said  brusquely, 
jumping  up  from  the  table  and  beginning  to  clatter 
with  the  dishes.  "  Til  help  Hetty  while  you  two  talk," 
she  added,  "  because  Hetty  wants  to  go  to  town  for 
her  Saturday  shopping,"  and  she  gave  Jack  an  old- 
time  slap  on  the  shoulders  —  although  she  trembled 
as  she  did. 

"  I  was  counting  on  taking  you  home,  Nate,"  Jack 
told  her.     ^*  I  thought  we'd  race  down  the  hill." 

"  Not  to-night.  Darly  and  I  are  planning  on  a 
wicked  Sunday  morning  breakfast  all  by  ourselves  — 
aren't  we?  Pancakes  and  honey  and  sausage  and 
French  coffee  and  buns  —  and  then  we  are  going  to 
church  and  then  Darly  is  coming  to  dinner  with  me. 
By  that  time  she'll  be  done  up,  so  I'll  release  her  and 
go  thrust  myself  on  Molly-Bunch." 

Jack  sighed.  It  seemed  so  clean  breathed  and  sane 
—  it  was  to  be  envied,  and  he  felt  himself  shut  away 
from  it  all  because  of  Stephanie.  He  could  hear  her 
laughing  at  it  when  he  would  try  to  repeat,  and  of 
twisting  up  the  facts  and  conditions  so  cleverly  that  he 
would  find  himself  wondering  whether,  after  all,  he 
were  not  the  one  at  fault  1 

"  Darly,  I'm  glad  you  have  Nate,"  he  said,  handing 
his  mother  into  her  chair  as  he  used  to  do.  "I  think 
I  admire  Nate  more  than  any  girl  I  know.  She's  so 
wholesome  —  and  generous." 

"  She  is  a  great  joy  to  me,"  Darly  answered  briefly. 
"  Hand  me  the  fire  screen.  Jack." 
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"  You  look  tired,  Darly  —  worrying?  ** 

"  A  little.    You  look  tired,  boy  —  worrying,  too?  " 

"  Urn," 

"WanttoteU?'* 

''  Can't  exactly.  Guess  I  need  a  tonic.  Paul  looks 
splendid,  doesn't  he  ?  " 

"  Why  in  the  world  shouldn't  he  ?    He  has  Molly." 

Jack's  lips  curved  tightly. 

"  There  are  two  kinds  of  women  who  wish  to  be 
domestic  —  the  burden  bearers  and  the  parasites," 
Darly's  soft  voice  went  on  carefully.  "  Molly  is  a 
burden  bearer." 

Jack  smiled  sadly.     "  Yes  —  that  is  so." 

^'  Stephanie  told  me  the  other  day  that  she  was  un- 
happy here," — Darly  laid  the  fire  screen  aside  and 
leaned  forward  — "  that  she  wanted  you  to  go  to  New 
York." 

"  I  shall  never  go,"  Jack  answered  forcefully. 

*'  Good,"  Darly  sank  back  satisfied. 

"  Stephanie  would  be  quite  as  unhappy  in  New  York 
as  here  —  unless  she  had  everything  her  friends  had 
and  a  little  besides,"  said  Jack  impulsively.  *'  I  work 
as  hard  as  I  can,  Darly  —  and  we  don't  seem  to  make 
each  other  haj^y.  I'm  ashamed  to  come  and  tell 
tales  —  a  married  man  I  But  I  can't  help  it.  And 
yet  —  I  think,  in  her  own  way,  Stephanie  cares  for 
me. 

Darly  did  not  speak. 

"  Tell  me  something,"  he  begged;  "  things  like  you 
used  to  tell  me.  I  need  them.  Talk  to  me  — 
Mother," —  there  was  a  homesick  quiver  in  his  voice. 
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^'  Darly,  I  thought  Stephanie  was  a  saint  on  a  pedestal 
—  I  had  the  ideals  of  marriage  — " 

"  That  we  all  have  —  of  paradise  auction,"  she  said, 
shaking  her  faded  head,    ***  I  know,  dear." 

"  Maybe  I'm  in  the  wrong.  But  I  can't  see  it.  I 
want  to  get  it  straightened  out  so  there  won't  be  any 
more  rude  jangles.  It  drives  me  half  mad.  I  can't 
work.  I  can't  eat.  I  can't  sleep.  Anything  but 
scenes  —  tears  —  oceans  of  'em,  screeches,  screams, 
thumping  tables  —  even  throwing  things  1  " 

"  It  isn't  the  time  for  me  to  say  things,  Jack,"  Darly 
surprised  him  with ;  "  not  yet  I  You  must  find  out  for 
yourself." 

"  Oh,  I  can't  go  on  this  wretched  way  —  living  on 
the  top  of  a  volcano.  I  can't.  Her  aunt  is  like  — 
like  marble.  Solid  silver,  an  auto,  a  nevi^  rug,  a  scan- 
dal to  gloat  over  —  tinkling  cymbals,  Darly  —  inani- 
mate clothes  trees.  That's  all  such  women  are."  He 
rose  and  walked  to  the  window  where  a  fine  spring 
rain  tapped  lonesomely  against  it.  "  Darly,  if  I  am 
disloyal,  before  all  that  is  sacred,  I  am  sorry.  But 
something  seems  to  gnaw  inside  of  me  —  like  a  cancer, 
a  longing  for  —  for  something  that  is  all  gone.  I  feel 
old.  I  can't  be  a  success.  I  can't  do  anything  as  I 
used  to.  Of  course  Paul  Kail  can  work.  He  has 
Molly.     Molly  has  a  home  for  him." 

He  waited  for  his  mother  to  speak.  Then  he 
turned  to  her  appealingly.  His  face  was  drawn  and 
she  saw  an  ugly,  grim  set  of  the  finely  modelled 
lips. 

"  Don't  throw  away  your  birthright,"  she  warned. 
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"  Sometimes  I  think  of  doing  very  silly  things/'  he 
admitted,  ''  then  I  think  of  you,  and  so  I  never  do 
them.  As  long  as  you  live,  Darly,  I'll  try  to  stay  as 
you  would  have  me," 

'^  Sometimes  a  person's  death  teaches  more  than  all 
their  life,"  Darly  corrected. 

"  Don't.     I  can't  bear  even  to  hear  you  say  it." 

"  Why  don't  you  talk  plainly  to  Stephanie  ?  —  it  is  so 
much  easier  to  correct  things  at  the  start." 

'^  I  have  tried.  But  it's  those  terrible  rages  she  flies 
into.  Would  you  think  it?  It's  —  Stephanie  I  She 
won't  listen,  unless  I  bait  my  words  with  a  gift.  Then 
she'll  listen  and  agree  glibly  until  the  gift  has  lost  its 
zest." 

Nate  was  singing  in  the  kitchen.  Her  mellow  alto 
rose  cheerfully  above  the  clatter  of  dishes: 

"  I  was  seeing  Nelly  hoixde  —  home  —  home  — 
I  was  seeing  Nelly  home, 
*Twas  at  Aunt  Dinah's  quilting  part-ee  — 
I  was  seeing  Nelly  home  — " 

"  God,**  said  Jack  suddenly,  the  contrast  sweeping 
over  him.  "  Well,  I  have  cried  out  for  comfort  like 
a  cad  long  enough  I  I  meant  to  come  up  here  and 
try  to  —  to  amuse  you,"  he  ended  lamely.  "  I'll  just 
look  in  and  say  good-bye  to  Nate  and  then  go  on. 
I've  some  things  to  get."  He  did  not  say  so,  but 
Darly  knew  they  were  the  Sunday  provisions.  Later, 
Hetty  came  back  with  the  report  that  Master  Jack 
had  been  haggling  over  the  price  of  roast  and  his  arms 
were  crowded  with  bundles ! 
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'*  Come  often,  Jack/'  was  all  Darly  said  as  she 
kissed  him. 

"  m  come,"  he  promised ;  "  and  have  Nate  stay 
with  you  —  she's  nice." 

He  opened  the  kitchen  door.  "  Good-bye  —  pal," 
he  said  in  spite  of  himself;  **  don't  forget  the  promise 
about  the  garden." 

Nate  almost  dropped  the  vegetable  dish  she  was 
wiping.  She  turned  swiftly — a  tall,  comical  figure 
in  her  long  cambric  apron.  *'A11  right  —  pal,"  she 
answered  softly. 


CHAPTER  XVI 

MOLLY  went  to  call  on  Stephanie  on  Monday. 
She  had  neglected  doing  so  ever  since  Steph- 
anie brought  her  the  gift.  And  she  hur- 
ried to  reach  there  early,  a  trifle  guilty  as  to  the  delay 
of  weeks. 

Aunt  Reba  had  gone  shopping,  for  which  Molly 
was  devoutly  thankful,  and  Stephanie  was  very  busy 
getting  her  clothes  ready  to  go  to  New  York.  She 
was  painting  a  shade  hat  with  water  colors,  and  put- 
ting on  fantastic,  attractive  lilies  in  cool  greens  and 
creams  as  a  border.     Molly  was  quite  fascinated. 

"  You  are  clever,  Steve;  there's  no  use  in  talking," 
she  said. 

"You  don't  mean  it  I  I  suppose  youVe  brought 
along  a  couple  of  pinning  blankets  to  make.  Sit  there 
—  that's  the  easiest  chair  in  the  place  —  easy  chairs 
aren't  good  looking.  You  see,  I  hope  to  go  to  Lake- 
wood  with  some  friends  for  over  Easter  and  I'll  wear 
this  with  my  new  suit.  It  will  look  rather  roofy,  com- 
ing from  Lancaster.  I've  the  tip  from  a  French  hat 
to  sew  inside  and  no  one  will  know  but  what  it  Is  im- 
ported." 

"  How  long  will  you  stay?  " 

"  About  six  weeks."  Stephanie  held  her  brush  in 
the  air,  surveying  her  work  critically. 
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"  Why,  Steve,  won't  you  nearly  die  of  homesickness 
for  Jack?" 

"  Why,  Molly,"  she  mimicked,  "  I  wiU  not.  It  is 
Jack  who  must  pine  and  yearn  for  me.  That's  the 
proper  caper  I  Besides,  I've  had  about  all  of  Lancas- 
ter I  can  stand.     I  want  Jack  to  change  to  New  York." 

"ButwiUhe?" 

^*  I  haven't  made  an  issue  of  it  yet.  But  I  intend 
to. 

"  I  shouldn't  think  you'd  want  to  live  there  —  it 
isn't  as  much  like  home." 

"  For  the  hundredth  and  tooth  time,  Molly,  you  and 
I  do  not  look  at  things  alike.  I'm  a  New  Yorker  and 
you're  a  provincial.  It  remains  to  be  seen  whether 
Jack  will  turn  or  no.  I  fancy  he  will  —  when  he 
knows  I  won't  live  with  him  unless  he  does." 

"  You  don't  really  mean  that?  '*  Molly's  face  was 
serious. 

"  I  do.  Oh,  sometimes,  Molly,  I  really  long  for  a 
flirtation  —  just  to  keep  my  hand  in  I  " 

"  Stephanie  1 " 

"  I  do.  You  needn't  try  to  make  me  believe  I  am 
dead  and  all  but  buried  because  I  married.  There's 
always  divorce  and  a  brand  new  husband  waiting  for 
any  woman  who  will  use  her  brains." 

'^  I  think  divorce  is  the  most  awful  thing  in  the 
world  1" 

"It  is  a  godsend  to  golf  widows  —  and  others," 
chuckled  Stephanie,  who  delighted  in  teasing  Molly. 

"  Why  do  you  want  to  flirt  with  any  one  ?  "  Molly 
asked  with  the  frankness  of  a  small  boy. 
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"  Because  Jack  bores  me  sometimes;  he's  so  terribly 
in  love.  Molly,  there  isn't  any  use  trying  to  explain 
things  to  you.  You  are  simply  blind.  The  same  way 
you  nearly  wept  because  I  refused  to  do  up  jellies  and 
jams  and  pickles  and  what  not  —  so  you  weep  when  I 
tell  you  my  husband  bores  me  —  at  times.  I'm  fond 
of  him  and  he's  handsome  and  all  that,  but  of  course 
he  is  bound  to  get  on  my  nerves.  When  Jack  left  me 
in  New  York  last  Christmas,  I  had  a  splendid  time  with 
my  old  men  friends.  They  took  me  to  dinner  and 
the  theater,  Aunt  Reba  knew  about  it  and  it  was  per- 
fectly proper.  It  was  heavenly  to  go  sailing  about 
again." 

"  Would  you  like  it  if  Jack  took  some  girl  when  you 
were  away?"  said  Molly,  her  purple  eyes  narrowing 
with  indignation. 

"  What  girl  would  he  take  —  in  Lancaster?  "  asked 
Stephanie. 

*'  There  are  plenty  who  would  go  with  him.'* 

"  I  say,  Molly,  tell  me  something  while  we  are  over- 
hauling each  other.  Is  it  true  that  Jack  and  Nate  Kail 
were  sweethearts?" 

"  What  an  idea  —  Nate  never  had  a  beau  in  her 
life.     She  was  Jack's  pal  but  that  was  all." 

"I  spoiled  it  all,  didn't  I?  Drove  Nate  to  being 
a  private  secretary  —  there,  it's  finished  —  how  do 
you  like  it?"  and  she  flopped  it  on  her  blonde  head 
with  a  jaunty  flourish. 

"  It's  stunning,  Steve,  but  you  look  just  as  if  you  ?— 
you  — "  Molly  hesitated. 

"  Do  your  worst." 
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''  As  if  you  were  leading  chorus  girl  of  the  *  Follies 
of  Last  Year,' "  Molly  confessed. 

"  ReaUy?  How  sweet  of  you."  Stephanie  was 
genuinely  pleased.  "  I  copied  this  hat  from  one  I  saw 
Gaby  Deslys  wear.  Well,  it  must  have  some  ^  stab '  to 
it  if  it  can  penetrate  to  you." 

Molly  relentlessly  bit  off  a  thread.  Sometimes 
Stephanie  caused  her  temper  to  rise  dangerously. 

'*  To  go  back  to  Nate,"  added  Stephanie,  getting  out 
a  box  of  candy,  '*  she  is  quiet  but  deep.  I  think  she  is 
very  deceitful.  And  I  am  sure  she  goes  to  Jack's 
mother  and  flatters  her.  She  doesn't  come  here  be- 
cause I've  let  her  see  she  isn't  wanted.  That  was  only 
common  sense.  Another  thing,  Molly;  it  isn't  right 
for  Paul  to  let  her  have  Basswood  and  live  alone  in  it. 
She  ought  to  be  made  to  sell  it  and  give  you  half.  •  •  . 
How  much  money  has  she  ?  " 

"  Stephanie,  Nate  has  been  very  fair  about  things 
—  Basswood  was  her  own  share.  Paul  took  the 
money  to  build  our  house  and  start  business.  In  fact, 
he  really  left  his  sister  with  a  rambling  house  on  her 
hands.     I  think  you  are  horrid."    . 

"Well  about  how  much  money?"  persisted  Steph- 
anie.    This  was  a  favorite  question  of  hers. 

"  It  is  a  family  affair,"  said  Molly  with  an  unsus- 
pected dignity. 

"  Oh,  I  beg  pardon,  dear  —  only  I  do  want  you  to 
get  ahead  —  particularly  that  there's  to  be  a  child. 
And  another  thing,  the  rector  and  Nate  seem  very 
friendly ;  have  you  noticed  it  ?  " 
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Molly  put  down  her  sewing.  "  I  shall  not  stay 
here,  Stephanie,  if  you  keep  on  saying  such  things. 
Nate. is  my  husband's  sister.'' 

"  What  of  that?  "  Stephanie  pouted.  "  Jack  is  my 
husband  and  I've  just  roasted  him.  I'll  tell  you  some 
more  things,  too  — " 

"  I  don't  choose  to  hear  them."  Molly  folded  up 
her  work. 

'*  Oh,  nonsense,  don't  go  off  in  a  poke  like  that  — 
what's  the  harm  of  old  school  chums  talking  things 
over?  Molly,  now  that  you  are  going  to  have  an 
infant  on  your  hands,  don't  go  getting  like  a  plaster 
saint." 

"  Far  from  it,  but  I  don't  like  to  hear  things  said 
about  people  I  like.  It's  unfair,  Stephanie  —  behind 
their  backs  I  " 

**  A  jolly  lot  they  probably  say  about  you  and  me. 
Anyhow,  I've  been  rude  and  I  beg  pardon  —  now,  are 
you  satisfied  ?  "  Stephanie  stored  up  another  unit  of 
repressed  anger  to  vent  upon  Jack. 

Unaware  of  this,  Molly  smiled  and  resumed  her 
sewing. 

"  I  hope  you're  not  going  to  shut  yourself  away 
from  every  one  just  because  this  child  arrives  —  you 
won't  stop  living,  you  know.  Oh,  dear,  I  cannot  help 
but  think  it's  the  most  awful  thing  in  the  world  1  " 

"Well,  Stephanie,  if  no  one  ever  had  any  babies 
where  would  the  world  be?  Don't  you  know  that  a 
child  is  the  only  real  monument  —  the  only  way  to 
hand  on  the  torch  ?  " 
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"  Bah  1     You've  been  reading  magazine  editorials." 

"  I  haven't  —  but  if  I  had  read  them  —  it  would 
have  been  just  a^  true." 

"  There's  plenty  of  women  who  can  have  children 
and  not  mind  it.     I  never  would." 

"  You'U  grow  apart  from  Jack.  Twenty  years  from 
now  things  will  seem  mighty  hollow." 

'*  Twenty  years  from  now  Jack  must  be  a  rich  man." 

"  Suppose  it  isn't  meant  for  him  to  be  rich?  " 

**  Then  it  isn't  meant  for  me  to  be  his  wife." 

Molly  shook  her  head.  Stephanie  was  beyond  com- 
prehension.    She  welcomed  Jack's  early  appearance. 

'^  Isn't  this  nice,"  said  Jack,  shaking  hands  with 
Molly.  "  Got  a  caramel  left  for  me  ?  Thanks. 
How's  Paul?  I  saw  the  old  top  riding  along  in  a 
machine  to-day.  A  truck  piled  full  of  lumber  —  he 
looked  quite  picturesque."  Jack,  carefully  trained, 
had  dptoed  back  of  Stephanie  and  taken  a  fra^le 
chain 

^'  That's  for  his  house ;  he  rides  in  that  truck  as  if 
he  were  running  a  railroad.  Once  he  dared  me  to 
ride  up  in  it  to  see  your  mother.  But  I  wouldn't.  I 
had  just  seen  the  ice  man  dash  by  with  his  sweetheart." 

Jack  laughed.  "  Why  can't  you  stay  to  dinner  and 
have  Paul  come?" 

"  Because  we  haven't  enough  to  eat,"  Stephanie  hur- 
ried to  explain.  "  I'll  set  a  night  before  I  go  —  let's 
see  —  I'm  going  Tuesday  —  Sunday  there  are  the 
Thompsons  and  Monday  —  well  —  as  soon  as  I  come 
back.     We'll  have  a  reunion." 

"  I  couldn't  stay  anjrway.  Jack,"  Molly  answered. 
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not  looking  at  Stephanie,  '*  but  thank  you  just  the 
same." 

She  left  a  little  later,  Jack  taking  her  to  the  car. 
When  he  carne  back,  Stephanie  was  laying  the  cloth  in 
the  kitchenette. 

'*  Auntie  isn't  coming  home  and  I  thought  we'd  eat 
out  here,"  she  said;  "  it  saves  so  many  steps." 

"  Why  couldn't  you  have  my  friends?  "  Jack  asked 
with  sudden  ugliness;  **we  could  buy  more  food  if 
you  haven't  provided  any." 

"  I  don't  intend  to  spend  every  penny  on  food. 
Paul  Kail  expects  a  big,  hearty  meal  — r" 

"  And  he  should  have  it." 

"  Let  his  wife  cook  it." 

"  She  will  —  you  needn't  worry,"  Jack's  lip  curled. 

**  Get  me  the  napkins,"  said  Stephanie  icily. 

Jack  hesitated.  ''  See  here,  Steve,  let's  eat  like  hu- 
man beings  in  our  own  dining-room.  This  kitchen 
lunch  stuff  is  a  lark  once  in  a  while  but  not  for  a  steady 
diet.  Especially  when  it's  such  a  dark,  stuffy  place.  I 
want  to  sit  down  to  my  own  table  with  clean  linen  and 
eat  peacefully  when  I  come  home  from  a  day's  work. 
Please  set  the  table  in  the  dining-room." 

Stephanie  stiffened  —  partly  with  rage  and  partly 
with  surprise.  "  You  will  beg  my  pardon  for  this," 
she  said;  *'  it  Is  an  insult." 

"  This  sort  of  thing  is  an  insult,"  Jack  answered 
hotly,  pointing  to  the  shelf  table  with  the  meager 
lunch,  "  because  you  don't  work  or  use  your  brains  to 
amount  to  anything  you  manage  on  a  few  nibbling 
things  a  day  —  with  an  occasional  good  meal  at  my 
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mother's.  But  I  can't.  I  have  to  make  a  living  and 
I  need  food  and  I  need  peace  and  I  need  —  hospitality. 
Steve,  where  does  our  money  go?  If  not  in  food  it 
goes  in  clothes  and  your  t^ips  and  your  entertaining. 
I'm  shabby.  I  can't  meet  busy,  successful  men  dressed 
like  a  pensioned  ribbon  clerk.  I  can't  compete  with 
Hoffman's  men  —  when  I'm  half  starved  in  body  and 
mind.  You  don't  understand,  perhaps,  but  I've  tried 
to  be  patient  and  wait  and  see  if  you  would.  Evi- 
dently, you  are  not  going  to.  Now  tell  me,  frankly 
—  why  is  it  you  shirk  everything  a  wife  pledges  her- 
self not  to  shirk?  " 

Stephanie  gave  a  violent  scream.  Jack  shuddered. 
He  knew  he  must  be  witness  to  another  tirade. 

"  You  dare  to  say  that  to  me  —  you  dare  1  '*  She 
began  thumping  her  fists  on  the  table.  *^  I'll  divorce 
you.  Who  are  you  to  talk  to  me  that  way,  what  have 
you  ever  done  for  me,  where  do  we  live  that  is  so  won- 
derful, what  people  do  you  — ^" 

"  You  knew  my  circumstances  when  we  were  en- 
gaged. I  kept  even  our  engagement  a  secret  to  please 
you." 

"  But  I  expected  you  to  do  your  part.  I  didn't  ex- 
pect to  be  —  to  be  abused,"  screamed  Stephanie. 
'*  I'll  go  away  this  time  and  I'll  stay  away." 

"  You  have  said  that  so  many  times  that  you  haven't 
the  pride  to  do  it  1  You'll  have  to  be  sent,"  Jack  told 
her  roughly. 

Stephanie's  teeth  chattered  with  anger,  her  eyes  were 
black.  "  How  I  hate  you  —  you  and  your  town  of 
Lancaster." 
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"  You  are  going  Tuesday?  " 

"  rU  get  the  divorce,"  she  said  eagerly.  **  Remem- 
ber.    rU  get  it." 

"  You  may  —  with  pleasure." 

"And  rU  make  you  support  me  —  until  you  die."' 

"  Oh,  don't,  Stephanie  —  let's  end  it  like  thorough- 
breds. This  is  backyard  nagging.  Don't  1  This  is 
the  very  thing  that  has  broken  me  inside  —  this  ever- 
lasting nagging  and  hysteria.  We  don't  agree;  that's 
flat" 

"  You  don't  love  me,  youVe  fooled  me,  you've 
broken  my  life  and  taken  my  freedom  —  and  you  don't 
love  me.  I've  been  a  toy  —  and  you've  lost  interest 
in  me  —  I  know.     That  is  the  way  with  men  I  " 

"  That  is  silly  —  but  what  is  the  sense  in  talking  to 
you  now?  "  Jack  walked  away — ;"  as  sensible  is  to 
stand  and  tell  the  rain  to  cease." 

Stephanie  followed  him.  "  I  want  it  settled,  Jack, 
now  —  the  only  condition  I'll  live  with  you  is  that  you 
come  to  New  York  and  find  a  position  and  that  you 
never  ask  me  to  come  back  here  again." 

*'  I  will  not  come." 

"  Then  I  will  not  live  with  you." 

"  Very  well  —  you  have  so  chosen  it." 

"And  I  will  not—" 

."  Stop,"  Jack  held  up  his  hand.  "  I  will  not  listen 
to  you  —  is  that  clear  ?  Because  divorce  is  a  thing  to 
be  avoided  —  like  an  operation.  If,  after  your  rage 
has  dulled,  you  wish  to  be  reasonable,  Stephanie,  per- 
haps we  may  try  once  again.  Sometimes  I  think  our 
romance  is  dead.     Sometimes  that  it  might  still  be  re- 
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vivcd.  But  it  isn't  in  my  hands  —  you  know  this  is 
the  truth.  If  you  are  willing  to  leave  this  apartment 
prison  box  and  take  a  house  —  and  keep  it  —  if  you 
will  try  to  forget  the  dozen  vagaries  which  you  attach 
to  every  minute  act  of  my  life,  the  senseless  suspicions 
which  are  so  silly  that  a  grown  person  shrinks  from 
mentioning  them  —  perhaps  we  can  begin  again.  I 
don't  know.  Stephanie  —  it  all  rests  with  you,"  and 
before  she  could  answer,  he  had  taken  his  hat  and  left 
the  apartment. 

When  he  came  back,  Stephanie,  thoroughly  fright- 
ened and  calm,  had  put  Aunt  Reba  to  bed  —  and  to 
sleep  by  means  of  a  whisky  egg-nogg  —  and  was  sitting 
up  for  Jack,  dressed  in  a  filmy  negligee,  her  blond 
hair  one  mass  of  pretty  curls  bound  with  pink  ribbons. 

Jack  came  in  sullenly,  as  a  whipped  animal  obeys  his 
brutal  master.  He  hated  coming  back.  He  had  gone 
out  to  walk  the  rainy  spring  streets,  dinnerless  and  for- 
lorn. Once  he  thought  he  saw  Nate  crossing  a  curb 
and  he  had  followed  only  to  find  it  was  a  stranger. 
Finally,  he  told  himself  with  an  effort  that  he  must 
stop  thinking  unthinkable  thoughts  and  possibilities 
and  go  back  to  get  the  necessary  sleep  before  morning 
—  that  the  storm  would  be  over  and  perhaps  Stephanie 
herself  would  be  asleep. 

**  Are  you  hungry,  Jack?  "  she  asked  very  softly,  as 
if  she  were  afraid. 

"  No." 

"  I  didn't  eat  anything.  I  couldn't.  I've  been  ter- 
ribly upset.     I  was  all  wrong." 

"Were  you?" 
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^'  Please  come  and  sit  beside  me.  I  want  to  tell 
you  lots  of  things.     Jack,  do  you  love  me  yet  ?  " 

"  Why,  yes,  Stephanie  —  I  —  I  do." 

"Then  we  can  be  happy  because  I  can  never  love 
any  one  as  I  do  you,  Jack.  Never.  And  I'll  never, 
never,  never  be  so  wicked  again.  Kiss  me  —  and  let's 
make  a  pledge  that  our  romance  will  live  again." 

"  Ah,  but  do  you  mean  it,  Steve?  "  he  hesitated  for 
the  first  time. 

"  As  I  never  did  before,"  she  told  him  in  a  dramatic 
voice. 

Impulsively,  he  bent  over  to  kiss  her.  "  Dearest, 
don't  make  me  suffer  so  again  —  it's  a  hell  inside  of 
me  that  burns  up  every  other  thought  I  can't  go 
through  another  such  time." 

"  There  never,  never  will  be,"  Stephanie  told  him, 
crying  quite  effectually.  "  And,  Jack,  I've  a  plan. 
Want  to  hear  it?" 

"  Yes,  I  do,"  he  answered  eagerly;  **  what  about  — 
the  house?  We'll  have  a  garden,  you  know,  and 
Darly  will  give  us  half  of  hers." 

"  N-no,  not  just  that.  It  came  to  me  like  an  in- 
spiration. Just  as  a  very  few  things  have  come. 
When  I  first  met  you,  I  said,  *  There  is  the  man  I  will 
some  day  marry;  there  never  can  be  any  one  else.' 
Well,  this  Inspiration  came  just  like  that  one,  so  you 
see  it  is  important  and  to  be  trusted."  Stephanie  be- 
gan fussing  with  his  shabby  necktie.  **  Jack,  you're  so 
terribly  handsome  and  all  that,  it's  a  shame  to  just  be 
a  salesman.  And  you  know  your  mother  had  such 
wonderful  ability  and  success  as  an  actress  —  of  course 
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you  come  by  it  naturally.  Jack,  I  have  a  friend  in 
New  York  who  has  a  moving-picture  studio  —  and 
you  could  work  up  to  leading  man  in  no  time  at  all. 
My  dear,  they  get  fabulous  salaries  and  travel  all  over 
the  country,  stopping  at  the  best  hotels  and  sometimes 
only  working  an  hour  a  day  I  Jack,  it  came  to  me  that 
this  was  what  you  must  do.  If  you  could  have  seen 
yourself  when  you  were  telling  me  about  things  in  the 
kitchen  to-night  —  it  was  wonderful  acting  —  the  ges- 
tures, the  expression  — ^"  Stephanie  stopped,  conscious 
that  she  had  tried  the  wrong  tactics. 

"  A  moving-picture  hero  1  And  that  was  what  you' 
were  really  thinking  when  I  tried  to  tell  you  the  things 
in  my  very  heart  —  to  fight  out  our  destinies,  Steph- 
anie." Jack  rose  abruptly.  **  I  am  through  trying. 
We  may  live  together  apparently — ^but  our  real  life 
has  ended  I  " 


CHAPTER  XVII 

DARLY  had  taken  luncheon  with  Molly  and  was 
waiting  for  Jack  to  come  and  call  for  her.  It 
was  May,  but  Stephanie  was  still  in  New  York 
— ^Easter  was  late  that  year  —  and  Jack  was.  staying 
at  the  brown  house  on  the  hill. 

'^  I  think  all  your  things  are  so  sensible,  Molly," 
Darly  said,  as  Molly  proudly  tugged  out  bundles, ''  and 
how  do  the  plans  for  the  factory  come  on  ?  " 

'^  Beautifully.  Paul  has  almost  finished  them. 
They  are  to  go  to  Mr.  Almy  soon.  Oh,  it's  made  a 
different  man  of  Paul  —  to  try  to  do  such  work.  I 
think  he'U  succeed,  don't  you  ?  " 

"  No  doubt  of  it,"  Darly  agreed.  Then  she  slipped 
a  carved  ivory  whistle  into  Molly's  hand.  "  This  was 
given  to  Jack  by  Lady  Hudson;  she  is  dead  now.  I 
read  her  memoirs  the  other  day.  She  liked  my 
Ophelia.  Always  keep  it  unless  the  child  undertakes 
dissecting  it  with  a  pair  of  scissors." 

Molly  viewed  it  with  rapt  admiration.  "  It  is  won- 
derful," she  told  her;  **  I'm  bereft  of  adjectives, 
Darly." 

"  And  are  you  still  determined  to  have  it  a  *  him  '  ?  " 

Molly  nodded. 

"  Sometimes  I  think  women  are  frightfully  greedy," 
Darly  mused.     "I   try  to   tell   myself   so,   anyway. 
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They  want  everything.  Have  you  ever  thought  of  it, 
MoUy?  They  want  all  of  their  husband's  life  and  in- 
terests absolutely;  they  want  all  of  their  children's 
lives  —  they  rebel  at  ever  surrendering  their  children 
to  a  stranger.  After  all,  we  have  our  day  and  we 
ought  to  be  more  fair  about  acknowledging  that  it  is 
ended.  For  a  long  time  I  wondered  what  the  exact 
proportion  was  for  a  mother-in-law  and  a  daughter- 
in-law —  where  the  son's  allegiance  to  the  mother 
should  end  and  the  wife's  reign  begin.  I  have  finally 
decided  it.     Want  to  hear,  little  Mother-Molly?  " 

"  So  much."  Molly's  purple  eyes  looked  adoringly 
at  Darly. 

''  It  seems  to  me  that  since  marriage  means  the  bear- 
ing and  rearing  of  children  a  man  owes  his  mother  the 
first  allegiance  and  consideration  until  his  wife  shall 
give  him  a  child.  Then  the  day  of  the  mother  must 
be  past  I  She,  in  turn,  must  transfer  the  vivid  love 
she  gave  her  son  to  her  grandchild.  And  the  wife 
should  claim,  first  of  all,  her  husband's  devodon  and 
gratitude.  But  when  a  woman  takes  a  man's  name  and 
has  his  respect  and  affection  and  support  and  deliber- 
ately refuses  to  bear  a  child  for  him,  he  owes  her  no 
great  debt.  In  fact,  it  is  the  other  way.  And  his 
mother,  of  necessity  frail  and  aging,  who  gave  her 
body  to  bear  him,  has  the  greater  claim.  The  order 
of  things  should  change  only  when  the  third  genera- 
tion comes.  Then  from  sheer  economic  importance, 
the  man  must  say  to  his  mother,  ^  I  respect  and  am 
your  debtor,'  but  to  his  wife,  *  I  love  and  will  obey 
you.' " 
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"  Darly  1  " —  Molly  seemed  a  wondering,  pleased 
child  herself — "that  is  right  —  but  I  don't  want  my 
'  him '  ever  to  marry.'* 

Darly  laughed.  "  Yes,  it  is  the  way  we  mothers 
always  feel  —  but  we  married,  Molly  —  so  must  some 
woman  marry  our  sons." 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  Although,  as  long  as  I 
had  Paul,  I  should  never  mind.  But  I'm  beginning  to 
find  fault  with  Paul.  Isn't  that  strange  ?  I  keep  ask- 
ing myself  what  faults  are  there  in  Paul  that  will  make 
him  less  of  a  wise  parent  and  what  faults  are  there  in 
me  that  I  must  change.  I  can't  be  all  romance  any 
more.  Because  we  must  be  the  best  father  and  mother 
in  the  world." 

Jack  came  in  unexpectedly  early.  His  face  was  so 
very  white  and  he  seemed  to  be  so  dazed  that  both 
Molly  and  Darly  rose  with  the  word  **  Stephanie  ?  "  on 
their  lips. 

Jack  shook  his  head.  He  turned  helplessly  to 
Darly.  "I  —  I  —  don't  know  how  to  say  it,"  he  be- 
gan thickly,  "  but  there's  been  an  accident  —  Paul  was 
riding  on  the  lumber  truck  and  it  crashed  down  the 
hill.  .  .  .  He's  still  unconscious.  They  sent  me  on  to 
tell  you  1" 

Molly  began  to  laugh  shrilly.  Then  she  swayed, 
falling  across  Darly's  lap. 

It  was  Darly  who  told  her.  After  long,  hard  hours 
of  pain,  Molly  opened  her  purple  eyes  and  tried  to 
smile. 

"  I  want  to  hold  him  first  of  all,  please,"  she  said. 
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"  Is  it  a  litde  boy?  And  arc  his  eyes  like  Paul's  — 
Tm  not  tired  now  —  I  feel  odd  and  light  headed  —  I 
want  so  much  to  hold  him,  don't  keep  me  waiting  any 
longer  —  please,  Darly,  you  understand  all  it  means. 
.  .  .  Well,  if  it  is  a  little  daughter,  I  shall  not  mind, 
either  —  just  to  hold  her  —  please  —  don't  keep  me 
waiting — ^" 

Darly  knelt  down  beside  her.  "  Molly,"  she  said 
with  the  calmness  of  a  big  spirit  in  a  time  of  stress, 
"  don't  you  remember  the  accident  to  Paul  —  lie  still, 
dear,  and  listen  to  me." 

"  I  want  to  hold  my  baby  —  I  want  to  hold  my 
baby  —  you're  keeping  him  away  from  me."  Molly's 
eyes  were  wild. 

"  The  accident  to  Paul  —  he  was  riding  in  the  lum- 
ber truck — "  Darly  kept  on  with  cruel  kindness.  It 
must  be  gotten  over  quickly. 

"  Oh,  yes  —  of  course  —  we  were  talking  about  — 
things  and  you  gave  me  the  whistle  and  then  Jack  came 

—  of  course  —  well,  where  is  Paul,  where  is  my  baby, 
don't  hold  my  hands  like  that  —  Darly,  I've  waited  so 
long—" 

"  You  fell  down  in  a  faint,  Molly,  that  was  days 
ago  —  and  now,  be  brave,  darling,  you  must  bear  up 

—  there  isn't  —  any  —  little  —  son." 

Molly  gave  a  scream,  abruptly  broken  off  by  a 
smothered  sob.  She  lay  very  still,  the  blue-black  hair 
trailing  roughly  over  her  small,  tanned  arms.  After 
several  moments  she  raised  her  head.  Her  face 
frightened  Darly.  It  was  so  old  and  haggard,  like 
an  ivory  carving  filled  with  tiny  lines. 
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"  There  may  be  others  but  he  will  always  have  been 
the  first  1 "  She  said  slowly.  "  Now  tell  me  —  where 
is  Paul? '^ 

Darly  flinched.  It  seemed  too  much,  as  if  it  would 
launch  Molly  too  far  into  the  gray  sea.  But  she  did 
not  flinch. 

"  Molly,  youVe  another  child  to  care  for;  a  child 
who  loves  you  more  dearly  than  any  one  else  in  the 
world.  You  know,  dearest,  you  couldn't  have  cared 
for  two  children  all  at  once  —  be  brave,  Molly,  just 
as  you  can  be.'* 

"Paul?"  The  girl  began  sitting  halfway  up  in 
bed.     "  Don't  tell  me  he's  — " 

Darly's  calm  voice  kept  on  to  the  end  of  her  task, 
although  her  lips  quivered.  "  He  is  badly  crippled, 
little  girl.  He'll  live,  but  I'm  afraid  he  will  never  be 
able  to  get  about  —  much.  So  you're  a  mother-wife, 
all  in  one  I '' 

The  storm  waves  of  the  gray  sea  were  sweeping 
over  Molly  I 
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CHAPTER  XVIII 

ORE  for  Darly*s  sake  than  his  own,  Jack,  un- 
willingly, wrote  an  affectionate,  eager  letter 
to  Stephanie,  begging  her  to  come  home  soon 
and  telling  her  he  had  rented  the  apartment  for  an- 
other year.  Just  at  this  time  he  thought  Darly  would 
be  unable  to  stand  another  upheaval.  It  had  taken 
all  her  reserve  strength  and  quick  wittedness  to  be 
with  both  Paul  and  Molly  through  the  days  of  realiza- 
tion and  to  buoy  them  up  until  Paul  looked  upon  life 
with  saddened  but  not  morbid  eyes,  while  Molly  rose 
to  the  occasion  so  nobly  that  she  became  convinced 
herself  that  she  was  somewhat  of  a  superwoman. 
Jack  knew  Darly  was  tired.  To  have  an  open  break 
with  Stephanie  would  only  add  another  unexpected 
whirlpool. 

After  a  long  walk  through  the  woods  on  a  hot,  June 
afternoon.  Jack  sat  down  under  an  old  oak  to  think 
the  thing  out  to  a  definite  conclusion. 

Although  his  and  Stephanie's  life  together  was  in 
reality  ended,  7et  it  behooved  them  to  live  in  appar- 
ent happiness  and  contentment,  at  least  until  Darly 
was  not  on  the  rocks  with  Molly  and  could  bear  to  see 
her  son's  marriage  shattered.  After  all,  probably 
half  of  the  world  were  living  together  in  just  such  fash- 
ion, Jack  told  himself  bitterly,  as  he  whittled  away  on 
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a  stray  stick.  A  sense  of  rebellion  against  such  hy- 
pocrisy came  to  him  and  he  told  himself,  also  bitterly, 
that  a  man  must  lead  his  own  life  regardless  of  his 
wife,  unless  he  wanted  to  be  "  swamped."  He  and 
Stephanie  could  be  even  amicable,  now  that  he  took  no 
interest  in  what  she  did  or  did  not  do.  He  would 
support  her,  which  was  what  she  really  married  him 
for  (more  bitterness)  and  he  would  not  bore  her  with 
his  old-fashioned  notions  of  trying  to  live  according 
to  ideals.  He  had  made  a  fool  of  himself  along  those 
lines  already  I  He  threw  the  stick  aside  and  sprawled 
out  under  the  tree,  holding  his  hands  up  to  shield  his 
eyes  from  the  hot  sun  which  peeped  through  the  leaves. 

"  Hullo,  there's  an  oven  bird,"  he  said,  whistling 
to  it. 

The  bird  answered. 

"  And  a  black  bird  and  a  pair  of  yellow  chaps  — 
let's  see,  Nate  and  I  counted  fifteen  different  kinds 
once  —  she  kept  an  account  in  her  diary," — Jack's 
mind  ran  off  on  a  different  tangent.  Nate  had  the  ef- 
fect of  a  tonic,  bringing  him  back  to  the  level  of  the 
broad  highway.  Stephanie  pushed  him  down  sharp 
ravines  which  were  hard  and  exhausting  to  climb  back 
from. 

"  There  is  no  reason  in  the  world  why  I  shouldn't 
make  Nate  take  me  tramping  again.  It'd  set  me  right 
for  the  week.  By  Jove,  I've  lived  in  a  hothouse  for 
nearly  a  year,"  he  thought  wearily,  "  and  I'm  done 
with  it.  I  don't  want  to  drink  or  gamble  or  kiss  other 
women  —  there's  Darly  to  remember.  I'll  make  Nate 
take  me  with  her  band  of  kids.     Steve  has  her  clubs 
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of  a  Saturday  —  and  I'm  never  wanted  anyhow."  He 
hesitated,  loath  to  get  up  from  the  moss-covered 
grounds 

"  Next  year,  I'll  take  a  vacation  by  myself  when 
Steve  goes  to  New  York.  I'll  take  an  Indian  for  a 
guide  and  go  up  into  the  north  of  Canada,  tramp  and 
fish  and  hunt  and  live  on  the  things  I  catch  with  my 
own  gun  and  rod.  I'll  come  back  with  a  yard  of  beard 
and  a  bunch  of  fresh  brawn  —  things  won't  get  on  my 
nerves  quite  so  much."  Jack's  mouth  was  set  in  a 
straight,  unbecoming  line.  Then  he  began  thinking 
about  Paul. 

He  shook  his  head  unconsciously.  **  It's  tough  — 
that's  what  it  is  —  but  it's  the  hardest  for  Molly!" 
He  gave  a  heartbroken  little  laugh  as  he  pictured 
Stephanie  with  the  same  problem  confronting  her. 
''  Gad,  I'd  be  in  an  invalid  coach  on  my  way  to  a  home 
for  incurables  days  ago  I  "  He  laughed  again.  It 
was  not  an  inviting  laugh  and  none  of  the  birds  an- 
swered it. 

He  sat  up  and  took  out  a  forbidden  pipe,  lighting  it 
with  satisfaction.  Everywhere,  as  far  as  he  could  see, 
was  green  with  bunches  of  feathery  bush  and  wild 
flowers  dotting  the  grass.  The  heat  of  the  day  had 
not  permeated  the  woods.  There  was  a  faint  smell 
of  pine  trees  off  at  one  side  and  the  fragrance  from  a 
grove  of  mock  oranges  came  from  the  other. 

A  friendly  squirrel  came  hopping  down  into  the 
lower  branches  of  the  oak. 

"  Hullo,  squirrel,"  said  Jack  gravely. 

The  squirrel  bounded  away. 
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"  IVe  forgotten  how  to  call  them  —  they  used  to 
come  when  I'd  chirp  just  right.  I've  forgotten  a  lot 
of  things."  The  boy,  with  a  slow,  tired  gesture 
knocked  the  ashes  out  of  his  pipe,  undecided  whether 
or  not  to  go  on.  He  had  taken  the  afternoon  for  him- 
self. Darly  had  gone  home  to  rest  —  she  had  been 
at  Molly's  almost  constantly  of  late  —  and  Stephanie 
was  coming  home  early  Sunday  morning.  Jack 
dreaded  when  the  train  should  stop  and  Stephanie, 
fully  believing  she  had  triumphed  over  him,  should 
step  oS  and  begin  the  old  treadmill  of  reproach  and 
commands. 

Some  one  came  breaking  through  the  brush.  Jack 
huUoed. 

A  familiar  voice  answered. 

"  It's  Nate,"  he  said,  scrambling  to  his  feet.  **  Oh, 
Nate,  I  just  wanted  you  —  a  lot," —  then  he  stopped, 
wondering  what  it  sounded  like  to  Nate. 

Nate,  an  untidy,  healthy-looking  person  in  a  rumpled 
linen  smock  and  carrying  a  basket  of  wild  strawberries, 
threw  back  her  head  to  laugh  at  him. 

"  Well,  what  in  the  name  of  heaven,  are  you  doing 
here?  Smoking  a  pipe,  too?  Thought  that  was 
tabooed  1  Have  some  berries  —  aren't  they  beauties  ? 
I'm  tired  out  scrambling  for  them." 

"  Regular  bears,"  he  said,  dipping  into  the  basket ; 
"  where  are  all  your  youngsters?  " 

"  Most  of  'm  have  gone  to  the  mission  farm  and 
some  on  a  picnic.  I  didn't  encourage  the  others  to 
come.  Ever  since  Paul  was  hurt,  I  can't  seem  to  spare 
time  for  them.     I  take  a  little  time  for  myself.  Jack, 
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because  there  are  a  lot  of  things  to  think  out  and  get 
used  to  —  you  know.  Everything  is  so  different  than 
we  ever  dreamed  of  its  being." 

"  Haven't  you  got  a  minute  to  spare  a  guy  now?  " 
asked  Jack,  slipping  back  a  whole  year  to  the  old  pal- 
Jack  who  used  to  confide  in  her  and  listen  to  her  plans 
with  equal  zest. 

"  Of  course  —  I  came  out  here,  after  I  got  the 
strawberries,  to  rest.  I'm  going  to  take  these  to  Paul. 
He  likes  them  and  Molly  dropped  me  the  hint.  Jack, 
to-day  is  their  wedding  anniversary  —  have  you 
thought  of  it?" 

"Nol" 

Nate  nodded,  flopping  down  ungracefully  beside 
him  and  tossing  her  shade  hat  on  the  ground.     "  Yep.'* 

A  disreputable  dog  now  poked  his  way  after  them 
with  a  bark  of  delight. 

*'  You  idler,  been  muzzling  along  like  a  snail,"  Nate 
scolded.  "  Hi  —  come  here,"  and  she  dug  into  a  side 
pocket  for  a  piece  of  very  muggy  looking  puppy  bis- 
cuit. "  He  doesn't  like  strawberries,"  she  explained 
politely. 

Slim  walked  about  Jack  in  a  circle,  then  attacked  the 
biscuit  with  proper  self-restraint. 

"  This  is  the  best  luck  I've  struck  in  a  long  time," 
said  Jack,  somehow  forgetting  what  he  had  originally 
come  for;  "  it  is  like  our  old  times.  Look  here,  Nate, 
I  want  you  to  understand  something  —  look  at  me, 
pal  —  you  and  I  are  going  to  tramp  this  summer  and 
fall  every  Saturday.  There's  no  reason  in  the  world 
why  we  shouldn't,  is  there  ?     Speak  up  quickly  if  there 
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is —  No,  there  is  not.  I've  grown  street-ridden. 
Stephanie  doesn't  care  for  this  kind  of  stuff.  I  do. 
I  don't  care  for  many  things  she  does.  And  she  in- 
dulges herself  in  them  to  her  heart's  content.  So  I'm 
going  to  take  a  leaf  from  her  book  and  do  likewise. 
You  and  I  will  tramp." 

Nate  was  examining  the  berries.  "  I'd  rather  not, 
Jack  —  if  we  meet  accidentally,  it's  no  one's  fault  — 
but  —  I'd  rather  not  plan  on  it  deliberately." 

"And  why?" 

"  Because  Stephanie  would  not  like  it  and  it  isn't 
exactly  —  proper." 

"  Fiddlesticks.     Aren't  you  the  same  as  my  sister  ?  " 

"  No." 

"  Well,  we'll  see.  I  know  every  path  you  take  and 
I  can  follow  and  dog  you  like  a  cad  —  and  you  won't 
be  able  to  get  rid  of  me.  Oh,  Nate,  I'm  lonesome  for 
some  one,"  and  then  Jack  paused,  conscious  he  was 
thinking  out  loud. 

"  Slim,  stop  right  there  —  he's  an  awful  guy  for 
g-getting  little  birds  upset,"  Nate  said,  trying  to  dis- 
semble gracefully. 

"  Here,  Slim,  this  is  my  last  bit  of  chewing  gum," 
Jack  suggested  wickedly,  taking  it  out  and  laying  it  on 
Slim's  eager  tongue. 

A  moment  later  Slim,  going  through  the  contortions 
of  a  sewing  machine  in  fast  action,  gave  them  a  chance 
to  laugh  away  the  personal  tangle. 

Then  Nate  took  a  stick  and  prodded  Slim  loose  from 
the  torture,  holding  it  out  to  Jack.  "  That  was  mean. 
Jack  —  you  never  did  it  to  Sandy.'* 
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*^  But  Slim's  a  good  fellow ;  he  won't  mind.  Come 
here,  Slim,  to  show  me  you  feel  all  right  about  it." 
He  began  patting  the  mottled  head  affectionately. 
'*  Say,  Nate,"  he  added,  "  Td  like  to  do  something  for 
Paul.  But  I  haven't  been  able  to  think  of  anything. 
Darly  has  done  so  much  —  I've  felt  like  a  candle  just 
blown  out  beside  an  arc  light.  To  tell  you  the  truth, 
I  positively  cannot  go  there  and  say  platitudes.  I 
can't  feel  it's  for  the  best  —  it's  for  the  worst  and  the 
hardest  part  is  still  to  come." 

**  I  know  it,"  Nate  sat  down  again.  "  Jack,  I'm  go- 
ing to  sell  Basswood  next  week.     Are  you  surprised?  " 

"Never I     Really,  Nate?" 

*'  Really.  A  woman  wants  to  turn  it  into  a  big 
boarding  house.  Of  course  it  will  hurt  a  little.  But 
it's  merely  sentiment,  and  what  is  that  beside  of  help- 
ing Molly  and  Paul?  You  know  Molly  will  not  rest 
until  every  specialist  in  the  country  has  seen  the  boy  — 
we  know  it  isn't  any  use  —  but  if  it  makes  it  any  easier 
for  her,  why  we'll  trot  those  specialists  out  to  see 
him." 

"  Then  there  is  absolutely  no  hope  ?  "  asked  Jack 
soberly. 

"No.  Damnable  paralysis  of  the  spine;  deadens 
but  doesn't  kill.  Maybe  half  an  inch  at  intervals  — 
Paul  can  live  to  be  almost  as  old  as  you  or  I  can.  A 
shock  might  jar  him.     That's  about  all." 

"  It  would  be  better  if  — "     Jack  did  not  finish. 

Nate's  brown  head  nodded  bravely.  "  Lots. 
MoUy  can't  see  it.     Molly  has  tried  to  be  so  game. 
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She  says  Paul  can  go  on  with  his  work  by  and  by  and 
be  her  child  —  and  everything  else  just  as  it  used  to 
be  I  She  is  determined  to  make  him  happy.  But, 
sometimes,  Jack,  Fm  afraid." 

"  People  never  know  when  they  are  going  to  be 
happy,  Nate." 

'^  That's  true.  But  sometimes  an  outsider  can  see 
more  clearly,  the  same  as  a  teacher  can  discipline  bet- 
ter than  a  parent.  That  is  true  right  here.  Molly 
is  yoimg,  Jack  —  very  young.  And  it  is  a  long,  long 
road  before  her.  Just  now  she  is  on  tiptoes,  ballet 
fashion,  to  meet  the  demands  of  a  crisis.  But  you 
can't  stay  tiptoes  always,  most  of  us  are  flatfooters 
anyhow  —  and  the  crisis  is  going  to  subside.  So  will 
all  the  stimulating,  sympathetic  interest.  Darly  and  I 
were  talking  about  it.  Every  one  is  going  to  be  used 
to  the  fact  that  Paul  Kail  is  a  shut-in.  And  that 
Molly's  baby  died  prematurely.  They  are  going  to 
stop  inquiring  and  doing  nice  things  and  talking  about 
it.  Some  one's  wife  will  run  away  with  some  one's 
husband  or  some  one  else  will  be  hurt  and  the  attention 
will  veer," —  Nate's  eyes  were  a  trifle  scornful  — **  and 
only  Molly  will  be  left  the  task  of  being  faithful. 
Jack,  It'll  be  pretty  hard  for  her,  even  if  Paul  is  my 
own  brother." 

"Did  Stephanie  write  her?"  asked  Jack  gloomily. 

"  Yes,  a  very  lovely  letter.  She  offered  to  come  if 
she  could  help  —  as  soon  as  she  was  through  with  the 
Charity  Bazaar  her  friends  were  giving,"  Nate  was 
human  enough  to  add. 
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"  She'll  be  home  to-morrow." 

**  How  nice.  You  must  be  lonesome.  She  has 
stayed  a  long  time." 

"  Um.  Well,  I've  got  to  get  myself  in  shape  so  I 
can  talk  to  Paul  as  I  should.  I've  just  mumbled  stuff. 
I  don't  seem  to  be  able  to  do  it  right.  But  it  stunned 
me  —  I  can't  describe  how  I  felt  —  none  of  us  can. 
And  a  year  ago,  Nate  — " 

Nate's  white  teeth  gave  a  little  click.  "  A  year  ago, 
Molly  and  Paul  had  left  for  Fall  River  Inn  and  there 
was  to  be  nothing  in  this  world  or  the  next  but  happi- 
ness for  you  all.  You  and  Stephanie  were  driving 
about  Lancaster  to  look  for  an  apartment  —  remem- 
ber? I  do.  She  wore  a  purple  cape  over  her  won- 
derful sea-green  dress  and  I  —  I  came  away  and  walked 
along  the  road.  I  was  sitting  in  an  old  fence  corner 
and  you  passed  me.  Just  then  you  kissed  Stephanie  — 
I  looked  away.  Jack,  honor  bright  —  and  that  was  why 
I  didn't  hullo.  She  seemed  so  lovely  and  you  so  radi- 
ant. Well,  a  year  can  change  a  lot.'*  Nate  jumped 
up  abruptly  and  brushed  the  dried  leaves  from  her 
skirt.  "  I  must  get  along  —  want  to  walk  back  along 
the  river?  " 

**  I  just  do."  Jack  scrambled  beside  her,  while 
Slim  played  courier.  "  So  you  are  going  to  sell  old 
Basswood?  Nate,  that  is  mighty  white  of  you. 
What  in  the  devil  will  you. do  though?  Live  with 
them?" 

"  No.  I  would  if  they  needed  me.  But  they  don't. 
It  isn't  wise  just  now.  I'm  going  to  make  Paul  take 
the  money  as  a  loan ;  we'll  caU  it  that.     You  know  I'm 
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frightfully  careless  about  clothes  —  a  hat  lasts  me 
years  or  until  it  tumbles  off  my  head  and  I  never  do 
social  things  so  I  only  need  plain  stuff.  I  have  a  lot  of 
old  things  I  love  because  they  were  father's,  and  then 
Aunt  Anna's,  and  I'm  going  to  scramble  them  together 
and," — here  Nate  looked  at  him  curiously — "I'm 
going  to  take  Darly's  spare  rooms  and  live  with  her." 

Jack  took  hold  of  her  arm  eagerly.  "  Nate,  that's 
splendid,"  he  said;  "  it's  just  what  I'd  want  you  to  do 
—  just  what  will  make  Darly  happy." 

"  Do  you  really  think  so?  " 

"  I  know  it." 

"  Darly  suggested  it.  She  said,  *  You  and  I  are  two 
odd  pieces,  Nate;  let  us  stop  being  odd  and  be  to- 
gether.' You  know  I  stayed  up  there  with  her  quite  a 
little  last  winter  —  I  don't  think  you  knew  it — " 

"  I'll  know  this  winter,"  said  Jack  meaningly,  "  be- 
cause I'm  going  home  every  Saturday  for  bean  sup- 
pers." 

And  Nate,  blushing,  incoherent,  awkward,  and 
angry  all  in  one,  began  to  tell  him  about  wild  flowers 
and  make  him  pick  out  Bouncing  Bet  and  butter-and- 
eggs  and  have  Slim  race  ahead  for  sticks. 


CHAPTER  XIX 

AUNT  REBA  did  not  come  back  with  Stephanie. 
She  had  an  invitation  to  visit  some  friends  on 
the  Jersey  coast  which  she  gladly  accepted. 
Stephanie  and  Jack  and  Lancaster  and  summer  all  at 
once  were  too  trying.  And  she  knew  she  would  be 
forced  to  return  there  in  the  fall.  Stephanie  also  wel- 
comed the  absence  because  while  Aunt  Reba  was  use- 
ful at  times  and  imposing  looking,  bearing  out  Steph- 
anie's pleasant  fiction  regarding  ancestors  and  lost 
estates,  she  was  rather  a  nuisance  as  a  steady  diet  and 
she  was  too  fond  of  telling  her  that  Jack  was  only 
human  and  would  not  always  endure  moods.  Besides, 
coming  home  as  a  great  concession  after  their  last 
quarrel  was  a  ripe  time  to  gain  the  things  she  wanted, 
and  Aunt  Reba  might  have  proved  somewhat  of  a 
buffer  for  Jack. 

Jack  met  her  with  a  corsage  bouquet  centered  with 
her  favorite  gardenia,  although  he  hated  them,  and 
escorted  her  to  a  taxi. 

Stephanie  beamed.  So  far  so  good.  Jade's  adora- 
tion had  not  lessened,  and  she  immediately  set  about 
in  her  own  mind  to  hint  of  a  fall  departure  for  New 
York,  remaining  until  after  Christmas.  This  was  the 
only  effective  and  proper  punishment  for  him. 

"  Well,  my  dear,  I'm  very  glad  to  see  you  again," 
she  said,  as  they  drove  off.     "  Before  I  forget  it  —  I 
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want  to  have  an  anniversary  party  and  I  want  to  begin 
planning  for  it.  Being  the  first,  we  ought  to  get  quite 
a  few  handsome  things.  I'm  delighted  to  think  you 
took  the  apartment  again.     It  was  only  sensible,  dear 

—  why,  your  income  isn't  equal  to  even  a  small  house 

—  sudi  as  I  would  live  in.  But  I  was  wondering, 
Jack,  if  in  the  fall  when  the  Thompsons  move  into 
their  new  home,  if  we  couldn't  take  their  apartment 

—  at  thirty-five  dollars.  The  alcove  off  the  living- 
room  would  give  you  a  den.  I've  brought  you  a  lovely 
old  rose  footstool." 

"  Thanks,"  said  Jack  grimly,  recalling  the  Wedge- 
wood  chocolate  set  at  Christmas  and  the  boudoir  cush- 
ion on  his  birthday ! 

"Have  you  made  many  sales,  mon  marif"  con- 
tinued Stephanie  glibly.  "  I  bought  this  Quaker  gray 
suit  before  I  came  back  —  isn't  it  smart?  " 

"  Very.     Yes,  I've  made  two." 

"  Lovely  I  Oh,  here  we  are.  Heavens,  look  at  my 
flower  boxes  —  they  are  awfully  ratty.  I  suppose  I'll 
have  to  start  in  in  all  this  hot  weather  to  clean  and 
dig.  Oh,  well,  it  won't  take  long.  I'll  get  the  jan- 
itor's wife." 

Stephanie  looked  around  the  apartment  with  dis- 
may. The  black-and-white  furnishings  were'  dulled. 
"  I  shall  refurnish  absolutely  in  old  rose  and  gray," 
she  said.  "  I  mean  when  we  take  the  Thompsons' 
apartment  I  can  sell  this  second  hand  and  it  wasn't 
so  terribly  expensive." 

"  Oh,  we  are  going  to  take  the  other  apartment,  are 
we  ?  "  asked  Jack,  his  eyebrows  lifting. 
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**  Yes.  I've  written  them  about  it."  Stephanie 
trailed  into  her  room.  Jack  followed  with  her  bag. 
"  ril  have  our  bedroom  in  the  softest  shade  of  yellow. 
It's  so  cheerful.  Jack,  have  you  gotten  anything  for 
me  to  eat  ?  " 

"  No  —  unless  there's  canned  stuff  that  you  left." 

"  Why  didn't  you  ?  "  demanded  Stephanie  in  hurt 
fashion. 

"  I  don't  know  —  I've  been  busy,"  he  said  noncha- 
lantly. ''  I'm  going  to  read  the  paper,"  and  he  slung 
out  of  the  room  to  sit  carelessly  in  the  best  chair  like 
a  disinterested  stranger  while  Stephanie  unpacked. 

Very  aggrieved  but  very  stylish  looking  she  came 
rustling  in  to  rebuke  him  an  hour  later.  *^  Jack,  don't 
sit  like  that  —  it's  awfully  hard  on  the  chair." 

*'  Then  get  another.     I  hate  the  damned  things." 

"  Jack  Heath,  do  you  hear  me  ?  " 

Jack  laid  down  his  paper.  '^  I  do,  Stephanie.  I 
intend  to  sit  here.  I  intend  to  eat  in  my  own  dining- 
room  and  to  live  in  my  own  flat.  I  do  not  intend  to 
move.  I  cannot  afford  it.  Stephanie,  we  haven't 
saved  a  penny  since  we  were  married.  But  we  owe 
quite  a  little  here  and  there.  We  shall  not  refurnish 
until  we  have  paid  our  debts.  There  is  no  use  in  your 
raging  —  it  can't  affect  me  any  more." 

"  You  begged  me  to  come  home,"  she  reminded 
sharply. 

**  Yes,"  he  admitted,  **  and  you  and  I  can  still  be 
fairly  happy,  if  you  will.  But  I  can't  make  conces- 
sions and  crawl  like  a  slave  and  mope  like  a  schoolboy 
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every  time  your  temper  rises.  I've  got  to  make  my 
own  and  your  living.  That  is  understood,  is  it  not? 
You  live  your  own  life  and  FU  live  mine." 

"  Who  is  she  ?  "  sneered  Stephanie. 

"  Don't  be  raw,*'  Jack  told  her  quickly;  "  you  know 
you're  too  tired  to  rage.  That  is  why  I  choose  this 
time  to  speak.  Steve,  we've  a  good  many  years  to 
weather  along  together  and  I'm  through  having  un* 
necessary  storms.  We  will  stay  here  and  live  within 
my  income.  You  may  go  to  New  York,  if  you  like, 
but  I  reserve  the  privilege  of  going  away  if  I  like.  I 
looked  at  myself  in  the  glass  last  night  and  I  was 
shabby,  underfed,  worried  —  I  was  ashamed  that  my 
mother's  son  should  look  so.  I'm  going  to  stop," — 
Jack's  voice  was  hard;  there  was  none  of  either  the 
infatuated  or  the  despairing  man  about  it.  ''I  am  go- 
ing to  stop  wearing  cheap  clothes  and  dress  decently. 
I  am  through  with  canned,  poorly  cooked  meals,  be- 
grudgingly  served.  If  you  don't  choose  to  give  them 
to  me  properly  cooked,  I'll  go  where  I  can  get  them  — 
and  pay  my  way.  That  means  I  shall  go  home  for 
them.  There  is  no  reason  in  the  world  why  a  man 
should  continually  eat  at  his  mother's  house  and  never 
offer  her  any  money  for  it.  And  there  is  no  reason 
why  a  man's  wife  should  begrudge  and  wail  over  every 
penny  a  man  may  wish  to  give  his  mother.  I  think  all 
mothers  earn  it.  Not  only  in  bringing  children  into 
the  world  but  in  watching  what  they  do  with  them- 
selves when  they  are  grown  —  and  having  to  remain 
silent  concerning  it  I  " 
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"  Well,  upon  my  word,"  Stephanie  sat  down  in 
amazement,  ^'  I  like  this  for  a  Sunday  morning  wel- 
come.    Jack,  you've  been  drinking." 

Jack  burst  out  laughing.  *'  First,  I  must  be  a  mov- 
ing-picture hero.  Now  I  am  a  drunkard.  The  next 
time  I  try  hard  to  explain  things  to  you,  I  shall  be 
classified  as  a  dope  fiend." 

'*  If  you  think  you  can  bring  me  back  here  to  be  lec- 
tured," continued  Stephanie  indignantly,  "  you  are  mis- 
taken. I  gave  up  a  great  deal  when  I  married  you, 
Jack  Heath,  and  — ^" 

^^  So  did  I.  But  Fm  not  going  to  indulge  in  bitter, 
hateful  quarrels.  They  take  the  tuck  out  of  me.  You 
like  them.  It  is  one  way  of  supplying  yourself  with 
excitement.  Yes,  it  is  —  and  you  probably  recount 
your  own  version  of  them  at  your  clubs.  After  each 
one,  you  sleep  your  head  off  and  then  get  dressed  very 
carefully  for  the  grand  make-up  time  I  But  I  have  to 
go  out  to  meet  calm,  shrewd  men  who  cannot  under- 
stand my  incoherence.  Well,  that  isn't  going  to  hap- 
pen any  more.  Sometimes,  Stephanie,  since  you  say 
you  want  frankness,  I  think  you  made  a  great  mistake 
in  marrying  at  all.  You  have  the  soul  of  a  mistress, 
the  sort  that  ends  with  a  small  hatpin  dagger  thrust 
into  some  bloated  old  blackguard's  ear  I  "  Jack  was 
actually  smiling  at  her.  It  was  an  astonishing  but 
maddening  sensation. 

'^  And  you  mean,"  said  Stephanie,  struggling  to  keep 
her  head,  "  you  mean  to  insult  your  own  wife  — " 

"  No,  I  merely  am  cataloguing  her.     And  now,  my 
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dear,  let's  go  downtown  for  dinner.     I'm  quite  hungry 
myself." 

Stephanie  gasped.  This  was  a  new  creature  to 
combat.  She  had  stayed  away  too  long.  "  You've 
been  spending  most  of  your  time  with  your  mother, 
Jack." 

**No.  I've  missed  her,  too.  For  she  has  been 
with  Molly." 

"  Oh  —  how  —  how  is  Paul  ?  "  Stephanie  knew 
she  was  expected  to  ask. 

"  The  same.     I  wrote  you  —  spinal  paralysis." 

"  Poor  Molly." 

"  It's  tough.     I  hope  you'll  go  up." 

"  I  shall  go  to-morrow.  But  there's  nothing  I  can 
do.  Your  mother  and  Nate  have  taken  all  the  field 
glories." 

**  There  was  nothing  resembling  any  *  field  glories ' 
—  just  Molly,  struggling  to  numb  herself  about  the 
baby  and  to  be  brave  for  Paul  —  and  lots  of  hard 
work." 

"  It  is  a  good  thing  the  baby  died,"  said  Stephanie 
pensively. 

And  for  totally  different  reasons,  Jack  agreed  with 
her. 

"  I'll  go  and  put  my  hat  on,"  she  said  meekly,  won- 
dering when  the  old  ardent  Jack  would  return. 

"All  right  —  bring  me  my  gloves;  they're  on  the 
dressing  table,"  answered  the  new  wilful  being,  still 
lounging  in  the  depths  of  her  best  chair. 

On  their  way  back  from  dinner,  Stephanie  ventured 


208  PARADISE  AUCTION 

again.  "  V\l  go  up  to  see  Molly  in  the  morning.  But 
I'd  like  to  see  her  alone.  What  time  does  your  mother 
go  there?  " 

*'  Usually  afternoons.  But,  really,  she  doesn't 
bite.'' 

"  Oh,  don't  be  mean,"  answered  Stephanie,  jerking 
her  arm  away.  ''  I  want  to  see  Molly  alone,  just  as 
you  would  want  to  see  Paul  alone.  I  want  to  ask  her 
something." 

"  What?  "     For  some  reason  Jack  was  curious. 

Stephanie  hesitated. 

"  What  is  Nate  going  to  do  to  help  her  brother?  " 
she  parried. 

"  She  has  sold  Basswood  and  is  going  to  live  with 
Darly.  She  loaned  the  money  from  the  house  to 
Paul." 

"Going  to  live  with  Darly!"  remarked  Stephanie 
sweetly.  "  My  word  I  She'll  wheedle  her  into  leav- 
ing her  everything.     Jack,  why  do  you  stand  for  it?  " 

"  I  think  she's  a  trump.  If  Darly  wants  to  leave 
her  *  everything' —  I'd  be  happy  to  have  her." 

"  Well,  to-morrow  morning  I  am  going  to  ask  Molly 
Kail  point  blank  for  your  own  baby  clothes,  yards  of 
beautiful  white  silk  mull  and  blouse  material,  yards 
and  yards  of  priceless  lace  and  embroidery  —  they'd 
keep  me  clothed  for  ages.  I'll  pay  her  something  to 
help  her  along." 

"  You'll  do  nothing  of  the  sort."  Jack  hated  him- 
self for  letting  the  old  wrangling,  jangling  discord  ring 
in  his  ears  again. 
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"  Why  not?     They  are  yours  by  rights." 
"  They  are  Molly's  —  and  they  are  going  to  stay 
where  they  are.     Gad,  Steve,  I  think  you'd  begrudge 
a  shroud  if  it  was  the  sort  that  went  well  with  your 
hair  I" 


CHAPTER  XX 

STEIPHANIE  bought  some  pink  roses  and  took  a 
pine  pillow  covered  with  novelty  silk  as  offerings 
to  Paul.  She  went  over  during  the  latter  part 
of  the  morning,  for  she  had  slept  late  and  had  spent  a 
perplexing  half  hour  trying  to  come  to  some  definite 
conclusion  with  herself  regarding  Jack. 

She  found  no  one  there  but  Molly,  for  which  she 
was  thankful.  Even  Stephanie  was  startled  at  the 
change.  Molly's  face  was  thinner  and  the  purple  eyes 
had  taken  on  sad,  gray  tints  which  emphasized  the 
paleness  of  her  cheeks.  But  most  startling  of  all  were 
two  well-defined  lines  which  crept  across  the  smooth 
forehead,  monuments  to  what  had  happened.  Molly 
was  no  longer  a  girl.  She  was  a  tragically  enforced 
woman. 

''  Oh,  Stephanie,  I'm  glad  to  see  you,"  she  said, 
kissing  her.  Somehow,  in  all  the  turmoil  and  suffer- 
ing, Molly  forgot  Stephanie's  shallowness  and  looked 
upon  her  as  Jack's  wife  and  her  old  schoolmate,  some 
one  who  surely  would  understand. 

"Thank  you,"  she  added  as  Stephanie  presented 
her  gifts,  "  it  Is  lovely  in  you  and  we'll  take  them  up 
to  him  presently.  I  want  to  see  you  alone  —  will  you 
come  into  the  kitchen?  I'm  getting  Paul's  broth 
ready." 

Stephanie  rustled  after  Molly's  gingham-dad  figure. 

2IO 
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The  dining-room  was  dusty  and  slightly  awry.  Molly 
had  taken  her  meals  from  the  corner  of  the  kitchen 
table  or  with  Paul  these  days.  The  remains  of  a  large, 
white  cake  inspired  Stephanie  with  curiosity. 

*'  What  is  this  festive  looking  thing?  "  she  asked. 

Molly  tried  to  smile,  failing  utterly.  "  We  had  a 
tiny  anniversary  party  last  night;  Paul  wanted  it. 
Nate  made  the  cake  and  brought  it  here.  Oh,  Steve, 
it  was  so  hard  to  pretend !  " 

"  It  must  have  been  —  you  poor  child  1  It  looks 
like  a  lovely  cake."     Stephanie  examined  it  curiously. 

"  I  suppose  so,  everything  tastes  the  same  —  you 
can  take  half  of  it  home  if  you  like.  It  isn't  good  for 
Paul  and  I  can't  eat  —  Steve,  I  just  can't." 

"  Oh,  thank  you  —  I'd  like  to."  Stephanie  men- 
tally disposed  of  the  cake  for  her  callers.  Then  she 
sat  down  gingerly  in  the  kitchen  chair.  ^*  Poor  Molly  I 
No  nurse  —  no  any  one." 

^'  Paul  doesn't  want  any  other  nurse  but  me  and  I 
couldn't  bear  to  let  a  stranger  do  things  for  him.  Of 
course  we  had  a  nurse  until  I  was  —  well  —  they  told 
you  everything?"  Molly  looked  at  Stephanie  as  if 
she  dreaded  getting  it  over. 

"  Yes,  dear.  Well,  it's  better,"  Stephanie  com- 
mented, quite  at  a  loss  for  words,  now  that  a  vital 
issue  was  at  hand.  The  ruination  of  an  ostrich  plume 
would  have  been  inspiration  for  a  terrific  torrent  of 
comment. 

Molly  went  on  with  her  work.  "  You  looK  well, 
Steve.  I  suppose  you  are  glad  to  be  back.  Jack 
missed  you." 
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"  Oh,  yes,  I  dare  say  he  did.  But  it's  very  dull. 
My  dear,  if  there  is  anything  I  can  do,  you  know  Fm 
only  too  willing." 

"  I  do.  But  there  isn't.  Nate  and  Darly  have 
done  everything." 

"  Of  course  —  well,  naturally  —  I  wasn't  here. 
But  I'd  have  come,  Molly,  you  know  I  would." 

"  Yes,  but  it  wasn't  necessary.  I'll  ask  you  to  do 
something  now.  Run  in  often  and  read  to  Paul  or 
stay  with  him  while  I  do  an  errand.  He's  going  to 
need  everything  in  the  world  to  make  him  want  to 
live.  You  don't  realize  how  hard  it  is  for  Paul;  it 
isn't  I  who  is  to  be  pitied."  Molly's  white  face  looked 
at  Stephanie  wistfully. 

"  Well,  I  think  you  have  an  awful  lot  of  hard  work. 
I  would  insist  on  having  a  nurse.  Or  else  I'd  board 
and  put  Paul  in  a  home  — " 

Molly  dropped  the  spoon  with  a  clatter.  "  Don't," 
she  said  angrily,  '*  don't  even  go  up  to  see  him  if  you 
feel  that  way." 

"  It  is  common  sense,  my  dear  —  you  are  young. 
Now  be  reasonable.  How  are  you  going  to  support 
yourself  —  and  Paul  ?  " 

"  Nate  has  helped  us  and  there  is  a  little  money, 
since  it  interests  you.  And  Paul  isn't  going  to  give  up 
his  work.  I'm  going  to  help  him  and  he  will  go  on  just 
the  same."     Molly  was  defiant. 

'^  I  hope  he  can,  but  it  seems  quite  a  chance." 

"  Stephanie,  if  Jack  were  made  a  cripple  would  you 
stop  loving  him?  Wouldn't  you  love  him  more,  es- 
pecially if  you  had  lost  your  child?     Wouldn't  you 
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work  day  and  night  to  make  him  feel  there  was  no 
difference?  Oh,  Stephanie,  loving  isn't  happiness. 
That's  the  big  mistake.  Really  to  love  a  person  is 
the  hardest  task  of  all.  Because  it  may  or  may  not  in- 
clude every  fatality  and  trial  and  obstacle  and  failure 
that  can  exist.  And  if  you  really  love  them,  you  must 
stand  by  and  share  it  fairly." 

"That's  lovely,  dear  —  but  I'm  afraid  I  couldn't. 
Heavens,  Molly,  do  you  have  to  strain  all  the  broth 
like  that?     And  look  at  the  dishes  to  wash !  " 

"That's  nothing.  Paul  has  to  be  fed  carefully 
now.  He  won't,  after  a  little.  I've  been  so  glad  to 
have  things  to  do,  tangible  things,  you  know.  If  I 
hadn't,  I'd  have  sat  by  dreaming  morbid  possibilities 
and  have  found  time  for  mischief.  There  —  isn't 
that  tray  appetizing?  "  She  laid  Stephanie's  roses  on 
the  snowy  napkin.  "  You  take  it  up  and  I'll  be  there 
as  soon  as  I  slip  into  a  fresh  frock.  Paul  likes  to  see 
me  dressed." 

Molly  flew  up  the  back  stairs  and  Stephanie  slowly 
proceeded  up  the  front,  her  mouth  curving  impatiently. 
She  found  Paul's  bedroom  door  open  —  it  had  been 
intended  for  the  "  nursery  " —  and  a  very  wan,  un- 
shaven looking  man  propped  up  among  the  pillows. 
The  taint  of  the  sickroom  pervaded  the  place,  the  medi- 
cine dropper  and  bottles,  hot  water  bags,  trays,  dis- 
carded pillows  and  blankets  and  in  the  corner  a  tell- 
tale wheeled  chair  —  the  very  acme  of  activity  which 
Paul  might  ever  expect  through  the  course  of  his 
natural  life  I  Molly  had  insisted  on  buying  it  and 
having  it  there  to  look  at,  to  make  him  truly  feel  that 
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he  would  leave  the  loathed  bed  and  reach  the  sunshine 
of  the  veranda.  Vases  of  flowers  wilted  wearily  on 
the  dresser  —  there  was  so  much  for  Molly's  small 
fingers  —  but  Paul,  a  wraith  of  his  former  self,  seemed 
most  distasteful  of  all. 

^'  Paul,  I'm  so  glad  to  see  you  looking  so  well  — 
You  poor  boy,  Aunt  Reba  and  I  have  thought  of  you 
day  and  night,"  she  said  in  her  well-bred,  artificial 
voice ;  "  now  eat  up  all  your  dinner.  Poor  little  Molly 
worked  so  hard  over  it.  She's  all  worn  out.  She  is 
changing  her  dress  just  to  please  you.  I  hope  you 
won't  be  selfish  about  Molly;  you  know  she  is  young 
and  has  her  own  life  to  live.  Of  course  no  one  can 
understand  why  such  things  as  this  have  to  come  to 
us."  She  whisked  the  tray  down  at  an  unearthly  angle 
and  fled  to  an  easy  chair,  while  Paul,  leaning  on  a 
feeble  arm,  tried  feeding  himself  unpleasantly. 

"  But  they  do  come,"  Stephanie  continued,  looking 
out  the  window,  much  annoyed  by  Paul's  table  man- 
ners. '^  And  we  must  make  the  best  of  them.  Please 
be  sensible,  Paul,  and  don't  let  Molly  overdo.  After 
all,  the  place  for  sick  people  is  a  hospital.  It  has  nice, 
lovely  sun  parlors  and  all  sorts  of  books  to  read." 
Stephanie  was  talking  to  the  man  as  if  he  were  sud- 
denly ninety-eight  years  old  and  bereft  of  friends  and 
family. 

Just  then  Molly  came  in.     Paul  looked  at  her  with 

childish  eagerness.     Molly,  in  a  crisp  white  frock  with 

a  blue  sash,  laughed  and  giggled  as  she  took  the  spoon 

away  and  fed  him  herself.     "  My  very  best  behaved 

•  child,"  she  announced  gaily. 
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Paul  said  little  and  ate  only  by  dint  of  coaxing. 
Two  bright  spots  burned  in  his  cheeks.  Instinctively, 
Molly  knew  that  Stephanie  made  him  nervous,  and  she 
managed,  a  little  later,  to  have  Stephanie  go  down- 
stairs and  cut  half  of  the  cake  and  take  it  home  — 
which  she  did  —  kissing  Molly  good-bye  and  whisper- 
ing condolences,  feeling  that  she  had  done  her  duty 
thoroughly ! 

When  Molly  came  back,  Paul  was  crying  1  It  was 
the  first  time  he  had  broken  down.  Molly  rushed  over 
beside  him. 

"Tell  me,  dearest,  is  the  pain  worse?"  she  mur- 
mured, as  if  he  were,  in  truth,  her  helpless  child. 

He  shook  his  head.  "  Go  'way  —  want  to  be 
alone,"  he  said  gruffly. 

"  Tell  me  —  Paul,  you  must.  It  isn't  fair,  darling 
—  did  she  say  anything  to  you  that  hurt  ?  Paul,  tell 
me."     She  kept  kissing  him  softly  on  the  cheek. 

Gradually,  he  told  her  his  fears  in  a  halting,  child- 
ish way.  Stephanie  had  suggested  a  hospital.  Steph- 
anie had  suggested  that  Molly  was  young  and  life  was 
sweet  to  her  —  and  it  was  unfair  to  put  her  in  a 
"  prison  "  with  him !  Was  he  a  burden,  a  hindrance,  a 
nuisance  ?  He  would  not  live  if  he  were ;  all  there  was 
for  him  was  Molly !  He  looked  upon  her  as  a  divine 
thing  given  him  for  some  kindly  reason.  With  Molly 
beside  him  he  could  stand  anything,  but  if  it  was  making 
her  unhappy.  .  .  .  And  yesterday  was  their  anniver- 
sary. .  •  .  And  the  little  boy.  .  .  .  Then  he  cried  like 
a  woman,  and  Molly,  her  cheeks  flaming  with  angry  in- 
dignation, rose  to  the  occasion  and  comforted  him. 
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protesting  that  it  was  all  Stephanie's  horrid  way  of 
looking  at  things,  and  that  she,  Molly,  was  happy  be- 
cause he  was  Paul  and  she  was  Molly  and  life  was  go- 
ing on  for  them  in  the  same  happy  trend  I 

But  during  that  half  hour,  Molly,  with  the  intuition 
of  a  woman,  knew  that  a  mental  change  had  taken 
place  as  well  as  a  physical  one  —  a  necessary  change. 
Paul's  world  had  narrowed,  even  as  Molly's  had 
widened  tragically.  The  sickroom  was  his  world. 
Tiny  details,  such  as  serving  a  favorite  custard  or 
neglecting  a  single  stroke  of  the  alcohol  rub,  were 
cause  for  either  joy  or  grief.  Even  as  his  spine  was 
impaired  so  was  his  mind  mercifully  shrunken!  The 
world  could  go  on  warring  without  but  as  long  as  the 
pleasant  pink  walls  of  Molly's  erstwhile  nursery  sur- 
rounded him,  with  Molly  beside  him  to  do  all  the 
tasks  of  love,  to  be  able  to  look  at  Molly  with  her 
boyish  figure  and  the  wistful,  purple  eyes,  to  have  his 
dainty  meals,  his  flowers,  playing  puzzle  games  and 
solitaire  —  that  was  enough  I  While  Molly,  the  bur- 
den bearer,  was  given  the  vision  of  understanding. 

When  he  became  content  and  convinced  of  what  she 
told  him  and  had  taken  his  medicine  peacefully  and 
lay  back  on  the  pillows,  Molly,  a  hundred  years  old  in 
spirit,  said,  still  gaily: 

**  Just  to  prove  that  Steve's  a  false  prophet,  Mr. 
Paul,  I'm  going  to  tell  you  what  is  to  happen.  As 
soon  as  you  are  ever  so  little  better,  I  shall  take  your 
plans  to  Lars  Almy  myself  and  explain.  You  don't 
suppose  for  an  instant,  do  you,  that  all  the  work  you've 
put  on  them  is  to  be  wasted?     Paul  darling,  you  can 
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work.  I  can  be  your  feet.  You  can  do  Lars  Almy's 
work;  I  can  be  the  trusted  messenger.  Nonsense  — 
you  can,  I  know  better  I  I  shall  go  in  a  week  or  so  — 
three  at  the  longest,  and  Nate  and  Darly  will  look  after 
you.  And  when  Mr.  Almy  accepts  your  plans,  you'll 
feel  as  if  almost  nothing  had  ever  happened  to  us  I  " 

Paul  flushed  with  pride  —  not  for  the  plans  but  for 
Molly  I  His  whole  perspective  had  changed.  If 
Molly  had  proposed  tearing  up  the  plans  defiantly,  it 
would  have  delighted  him  just  the  same.  Molly  was 
his  keystone. 

"  You  really  believe  in  me,  then  ?  '*  he  said. 

"  Of  course  —  goosie."  She  turned  away  to  hide 
her  tears. 


CHAPTER  XXI 

THE  first  impression  of  Lars  Almy  was  his  big- 
ness, both  of  mind  and  body.  To  Molly, 
physically  exhausted  from  the  previous  weeks 
and  the  hurried  journey,  he  seemed  a  rock  of  strength 
and  ability  —  a  big,  magnetic  personality,  everything 
which  Paul  was  not  —  aggressive,  forceful,  blunt  and 
quick  tempered. 

He  was  in  his  private  office  and  she  waited  in  the 
hall,  conscious  suddenly  that  her  hat  and  gown  were 
of  last  year's  wardrobe  and  that  she  was  not  as  well 
groomed  as  she  should  have  been.  Paul's  prints  In 
the  leather  portfolio  were  guarded  as  if  they  were 
plans  for  a  national  defense.  That  was  all  that  had 
mattered. 

She  glanced  around  the  prosperous,  busy  place  with 
its  contagious  hum  of  commerce.  Again  she  realized 
that  the  bungalow  in  Lancaster  was  a  sharp  contrast; 
that  she  was  being  jarred  from  a  rut.  The  previous 
weeks  seemed  a  vague,  uncomfortable  dream,  and  she 
began  wondering  if  she  could  present  the  matter  to 
this  quick,  brisk  man  as  it  should  be  presented  —  or  if 
the  plans  were  what  he  wanted  I 

"  Mr.  Almy  will  see  Mrs.  Kail,"  said  the  office  girl. 

Almy's  interior  office  was  a  richly  furnished,  garish 
affair,  as  if  to  make  up  for  the  years  of  leanness  which 

had  been  his  lot.     He  sat  back  in  the  revolving  chair, 
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tapping  his  fingers  impatiently  as  Molly  entered.  Af- 
ter all,  he  could  not  understand  this  fellow  Kail,  a  slow 
coach  at  best — -why  he  should  send  his  wife.  He 
was  behind  with  orders  and  buildings  and  everything 
else  and  he  wanted  to  get  ahead.  He  drew  out  his 
watch,  to  make  Molly's  confusion  more  complete,  and 
looked  at  it  with  a  frown.  As  he  did  so,  she  noted  a 
striking  peculiarity  of  his  face.  One  of  the  eyebrows 
was  shaggy  and  low  set,  the  other  smooth  and  some- 
what arched  after  the  fashion  of  a  patrician.  Almy 
was  bronzed  and  soldierly  looking,  with  broad,  power- 
ful shoulders  and  strong  arms.  He  had  rather  cyni- 
cal, nondescript  eyes  and  a  shock  of  dark  hair  combed 
carelessly.  He  wore  a  loose,  expensive  tweed  suit  be- 
speaking an  excellent  tailor,  and  an  almost  showy  little 
finger  ring  of  sapphires  to  match  his  tie  pin. 

"  Well,  Mrs.  Kail,  what's  the  matter  with  our  archi- 
tect now  ?  Delays,  delays,  delays  —  heavens  on  earth, 
is  there  to  be  no  end  of  them  ?  "     He  began  sharply. 

Molly  stood  back.  She  did  not  know  what  first  to 
say. 

"  Sit  down,"  said  Almy,  looking  at  her  briefly. 

"Thank  you.  There  has  been  a  very  serious  de- 
lay, Mr.  Almy.  I  could  not  come  any  sooner.  My 
husband  was  hurt  weeks  ago  —  he  was  thrown  from 
a  machine  and  the  result  is  paralysis  of  the  spine.  It 
has  left  him  a  hopeless  cripple.  So  I've  come  and 
brought  the  plans  —  they  were  just  ready  for  you  at 
the  time  it  happened.  There  are  one  or  two  little 
things  that  can  be  smoothed  out  —  or  —  or  decided  on. 
But  they  were  ready  enough,  he  said,  for  you  to  judge. 
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I  thought  you  would  be  still  interested  in  looking  at 
them."  Molly's  voice  was  like  a  frightened  child,  sud- 
denly lured  into  an  ogre's  den  and  informed  she  was 
to  join  the  other  children  in  making  a  fricassee  for  said 
ogre's  luncheon. 

Almy's  shaggy  eyebrow  lifted  itself  in  surprise. 
"  Now  I'm  mighty  sorry  to  hear  it,"  he  said  heartily ; 
*'  that's  tough.  There's  a  lot  of  clever  operating  be- 
ing done  to-day.  I  wouldn't  despair  if  I  were  you. 
Give  me  the  plans  and  I'll  write  you  — ^*' 

Molly  handed  them  over.  He  was  so  extremely 
curt  that  she  was  at  her  wit's  ends  to  know  how  to  make 
him  understand  all  it  meant. 

"  We  have  had  Baxter  from  Philadelphia,"  she  said; 
"  he  smiled  when  I  spoke  of  operating.'* 

"  Um  —  last  resort  —  Baxter  I  " 

"  Yes.  ...  I  hope  that  you  will  like  the  plans.  He 
worked  very  hard  at  them  before  he  was  hurt  — " 

Almy  nodded.  "  I'll  give  you  an  early  decision 
—  warm  out  to-day  —  going  right  back  ?  " 

*'  Oh,  yes,  I  must  —  there's  such  a  lot  to  do.  My 
sister-in-law  and  an  old  friend  are  staying  with  Mr. 
Kail." 

Almy  practically  dismissed  her.  "  Glad  to  have  met 
you,  Mrs.  Kail,  but  sorry  to  under  such  circum- 
stances — " 

Then  Molly  threw  up  her  head  with  a  defiant,  strain- 
ing gesture,  a  courage  born  of  despair.  For  the  first 
time  Almy  saw  her  eyes  —  and  he  paused,  not  so  im- 
patient. 

"  Mr.  Almy,"  she  said  slowly,  "  it  is  a  woman's 
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trick  to  bring  personalities  into  business.  But  I  am 
going  to.  I  am  going  to  be  as  womanly  as  I  know 
how  for  a  moment.  You  can  charge  the  time  of  yours 
up  to  charity  —  you  do  things  for  charity,  I've  heard. 
Perhaps  those  plans  aren't  overly  good  —  I  don't  know 
anything  about  them.  And  we  are  nothing  person- 
ally to  you  at  all.  I  do  know  about  that.  But  if  you 
wouldn't  mind,  when  you  make  a  decision,  wouldn't 
you  please,  just  because  it  would  be  helping  a  very 
lame  dog  over  a  very  high  stile," — her  voice  broke 
into  a  sobby  laugh — "wouldn't  you  please  say  they 
were  very  nice  plans  or  —  or  something  like  that? 
Say  that  you  have  changed  your  mind  in  regards  to 
building  just  now  and  that  if  you  ever  do,  you'll  buy 
them.  Because  it  means  my  husband's  sanity,  in  a 
way;  he's  narrowed  now  to  a  sickroom  measuring  stick 
and  just  a  little  lollipop  compliment  paid  him  would 
make  him  happy.  I  could  do  the  rest  —  making  him 
forget  the  failure  to  sell.  But  if  you  turned  them  down 
flat,  as  if  he  were  still  a  capable  business  man,  it  would 
hurt  him  badly.  He  is  like  a  child.  And  I'm  so  tired 
that  I'm  afraid  I  would  break  down  and  not  be  able 
to  pull  him  through  again.-  I  know  this  is  maudlin, 
like  a  widow  lining  up  orphans  and  telling  them  to 
present  their  wornout  shoe  tips  for  your  kindly  eyes. 
But  I'm  not  asking  for  money.  I'm  asking  you  to  say 
kind  things  to  a  man  already  halfway  resting  in  his 
grave.  Mr.  Almy,  I  lost  my  baby  when  they  told  me 
of  the  accident.  •  .  .  Somehow  that  has  made  me  limp 
and  quite  a  beggar  I  And  men  like  you  with  so  much 
strength  of  mind  and  body," — Molly's  little  head 


222  PARADISE  AUCTION 

shook  sadly  — "  and  so  much  success  —  you  men  can 
afford  to  do  rare  kindnesses  that  will  perfume  the  rest 
of  another's  life.  I  hope  you  will  pardon  my  saying 
this  —  perhaps  I  should  have  tried  to  write  it  because 
I  wouldn't  have  —  cried  —  but  that's  what  I  want  you 
to  do,  if  you  only  will."  The  tears  lay  on  her  cheeks 
and  she  bit  her  lips  to  keep  from  sobbing  aloud. 

A  sudden  world  weariness  swept  over  her  —  and 
the  realization  that  back  from  this  active,  well  world 
she  must  go,  to  the  little  mockery  of  a  nursery  with  a 
wraith  lying  there  and  clinging  to  life  through  the 
mediumship  of  her  small  hands. 

"  How  old  are  you?  "  asked  Almy,  apparently  dis- 
regarding the  question. 

"  I'm  twenty-three,"  said  Molly  softly. 

"  He  may  live  thirty  years,"  Almy  said,  more  to 
himself.  The  sun  shone  in  the  purple  eyes  and  made 
them  seem  like  violets  encircling  a  rainbow. 

"  Well,  I  promise  you  this,  Mrs.  Kail,  that  if  these 
plans  don't  measure  up,  he'll  never  know,  unless  some 
one  besides  myself  tells  him." 

"You're  good  —  you  are  good,"  Molly  began  to 
laugh;  "  please  excuse  me,  I  don't  do  this  sort  of  thing 
usually  —  I'm  tired  out  and  I  always  have  to  behave 
at  home.  You  can't  always  behave  everywhere, 
can  you?  Well,  this  is  my  spot  for  acting  out- 
rageously — ^" 

"  Cry,"  Almy  told  her  compassionately,  his  big, 
strong  figure  towering  over  her.  "  I'll  leave  you  alone 
in  here  —  cry  it  out,  sister  —  there's  nothing  in  the 
world  like  it." 
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When  he  came  back,  Molly  was  sitting  by  the  win- 
dow watching  the  street. 

She  rose  and  held  out  her  hand.  '^  Fm  more  thank- 
ful than  I  can  say.  Please  don't  bother  to  show  me 
out.'* 

"  Pm  going  to  motor  through  your  town  in  a  week," 
he  told  her,  as  if  he  had  been  thinking  it  over.  ^'  Sup- 
pose I  drop  in  to  see  him?  That  would  be  better 
than  a  letter." 

"  Would  you  really  come  ?  " 

"  Really.  It  is  right  on  my  way.  I*m  going  for  a 
week's  fishing." 

"  Then  please  come  —  I  have  no  pride,  you  see." 

"  I  will.  I  never  promise  what  I  don't  do,"  he 
said  soberly. 

"  Ah,  that's  your  right  eyebrow,"  Molly  said  with  a 
sudden  impulsiveness. 

"My  — what?" 

She  dimpled.  It  was  impossible  to  remain  staid 
and  dignified.  She  could  hear  herself  telling  Paul  the 
good  news  —  no,  first  of  all  Darly  and  Nate  —  and 
then  Paul,  and  of  making  him  feel  that  he  was  as 
much  use  in  the  world  as  ever,  that  he  could  still  be 
the  architect  of  which  he  had  dreamed. 

"  Your  right  eyebrow.  It  is  the  good  thermometer 
of  you.  Your  left," —  pointing  at  the  shaggy  — "  is 
the  villain.  Your  right  makes  you  do  nice,  gentle,  kind 
things.  Your  left  makes  you  trample  over  every  one 
and  fight  for  all  you  get  —  and  sulk  sometimes  of  an 
evening !  "  Then  she  recalled  herself.  She  had  been 
talking  with  as  much  audacity  as  if  it  were  Jack. 
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Almy  half  laughed.  *'  That's  a  good  one,  Mrs. 
Kail.  I  must  have  my  right  brow  all  oiled  up  and  on 
deck  for  the  call  in  Lancaster.'' 

"We'll  be  watching  for  you."  Her  face  became 
grave.  "  Thank  you  once  more.  My  heart  keeps  say- 
ing it  when  my  lips  don't." 

Almy  held  her  hand.  His  cynical  eyes  softened  as 
he  looked  at  her. 

"  Now  I'm  going  to  tell  you  something,  Mrs.  Kail 
—  do  you  mind?" 

"  No." 

"  Somebody's  straight,  black  eyebrows  are  both 
mighty  good  ones  1  " 

He  opened  the  door  with  a  flourish.  "  Show  in  the 
man  from  Cuba,"  he  shouted.  "  Until  next  week, 
Mrs.  Kail?" 

Molly  smiled  back  at  him.     "Until  neict  week!" 

She  did  not  go  to  her  cousin's;  somehow  she  could 
not  bear  to  tell  the  details  as  she  would  be  expected. 
She  wandered  alone  on  the  side  streets  until  it  was 
train  time.  A  maelstrom  of  ideas  and  impulses  came 
to  her  regarding  the  future.  Everything  was  cen- 
tered in  Paul.  And  Paul  depended  upon  Lars  Almy, 
a  big,  bronzed  man  with  a  lion's  strength  —  and  two 
eyebrows.     One  very  good  and  one  very  bad  1 


CHAPTER  XXII 

IT  seemed  as  if  Molly  could  walk  much  faster  than 
the  homeward  bound  train  insisted  on  crawling. 
She  found  herself  on  the  observation  platform  a 
good  share  of  the  way,  telling  the  telegraph  poles, 
**  Paul  is  going  to  still  have  encouragement  —  and  en- 
couragement will  help  him  to  really  work  —  Lars  Almy 
is  a  king  among  men  —  Paul  will  be  so  happy  and  so 
surprised  —  it  is  good  to  be  able  to  make  him  happy  I  " 

Nate  was  waiting  for  her  at  the  station.  '^You 
must  have  good  news,  for  you  look  like  your  old 
self,"  she  said.     "  I  reall]^  dreaded  seeing  you.'* 

"You  don't  know  how  glad  I  was  to  go  —  let's 
walk  home;  I'm  all  excited  and  I  must  calm  down  be- 
fore I  see  Paul,"  Molly  answered,  while  Nate  shoul- 
dered her  tiny  bag.  "  Oh,  Nate,  it  was  better  than 
I  dreamed  for.  Things  aren't  so  bad  after  all,"  and 
she  gave  an  accurate  account  of  her  trip. 

"  You're  a  trump,  Molly,"  said  Nate  gruffly,  "  and 
we're  mighty  glad  you  are  back.  To  tell  the  truth, 
Paul  has  been  the  crossest  thing  alive.  He's  missed 
you  so.  A  colicky  baby  isn't  in  it  —  but  then,  there 
was  bad  pain,"  she  added  sadly. 

"  I  was  afraid  so.  Well,  I  won't  have  to  go  again 
until  Mr.  Almy  actually  sends  for  me.  If  he  should 
take  the  plans,  I  might  have  to  be  the  go-between  to 
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save  his  coming  here,  which  would  be  impossible.  But 
Paul  wouldn't  mind  that.  He'd  be  too  everlastingly 
happy." 

"  Darly  was  going  to  wait  for  you  but  Jack  'phoned 
he  was  coming  home  for  supper,"  Nate  added,  "  and 
of  course  she  flew.  I  could  stay  as  well  as  not  and 
I  left  a  neighbor  child  to  answer  bells  while  I  met 
you." 

"  What  was  the  occasion  of  Jack's  going  home  — 
Stephanie  become  devoted  to  Darly  all  at  once  ?  " 

"  No,  Stephanie  went  to  a  club  and  Jack  came  home 
alone." 

**  Nate,  do  you  think  there  is  going  to  be  trouble 
there?" 

"  Don't  know.  Can't  like  Stephanie.  Never  could. 
So  I'm  no  judge." 

"  She's  very  selfish  and  mighty  shallow.  All  she 
thinks  of  is  clothes  and  avoiding  washing  a  dish.  Jack 
hasn't  developed  since  his  marriage.  Neither  •has 
Stephanie." 

"  The  only  thing  Stephanie  could  ever  develop  would 
be  hips,"  said  Nate  in  an  honest  flash. 

Then  they  began  talking  about  Paul  again  until  they 
reached  the  house. 

Molly  bounded  upstairs.  "  Paul,"  she  called,  "  I'm 
coming  —  a  regular  lady  Santa  Claus.  Oh,  darling,  I 
worried  every  minute  for  fear  you  weren't  comfort- 
able—  were  you?  Tell  me,  did  you  eat,  did  you 
sleep,  ah,  but  did  you?  Kiss  me  again  —  there  — 
that's  a  real  smile.  I'm  not  tired.  I  was  tired  going, 
for  a  fact,  but  I've  forgotten  all  about  it.     Now,  Paul, 
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stop  kissing  me  and  listen.  Mr.  Almy  is  coming  here 
to  see  you  —  he  is  quite  sure  he  will  use  the  plans  if 
he  builds  —  a  possibility  has  come  up  that  he  may  not 
build  just  yet  —  but  he  won't  use  any  other  plans  but 
yours  —  he  was  as  cordial  as  he  could  be.'' 

"  And  he's  coming  here?  "  asked  Paul  excitedly,  **  to 
see  me?  Molly,  he  would  never  do  that  unless  he 
was  quite  sure  about  the  stuff.  I  know  how  such  things 
go.  Oh,  you're  the  best  Molly  in  the  world  to  do  it 
—  what  did  he  say?  He's  usually  gruff  and  rough 
and  sometimes  showy  about  all  his  money.  Was  he 
to  you?"  Paul's  cheeks  flushed.  "  If  I  only  wasn't 
tied  here  like  a  log  —  you  wouldn't  have  had  to  go. 
.  .  •  It  did  hurt,  Molly,  to  think  of  it.  •  .  .  But  no 
one  could  help  it,  could  they?  " 

Molly  was  kneeling  beside  him.  "  Now,  dearest, 
you  promised  me  never  to  bother  about  such  things 
again,"  she  chided  gently. 

"  I  know  but  —  oh,  well,  if  you  don't  mind,  Molly, 
I  don't  mind.  Because  it's  just  you  I'm  thinking  of. 
It's  just  you  I  want  to  succeed  for  —  even  yet,  if  you 
think  I  can." 

"  I  know  it."  Molly  went  back  to  her  chair.  Then 
she  began  an  account  of  her  trip,  of  everything  Almy 
had  said  —  and  a  fictitious  report  of  her  own  speeches 
and  of  how  eager  he  was  to  come  and  consult  with 
Paul.  All  the  time  she  was  talking  and  the  sick  man 
was  looking  at  her  face  with  blind  trust,  she  kept  vis- 
ualizing  Almy's  big,  bronzed  self,  so  exquisitely  dressed 
and  so  cynical,  the  nondescript,  sharp  eyes,  and  the 
shaggy  eyebrow  and  the  smooth  one  of  which  she  had 


228  PARADISE  AUCTION 

impertinently  spoken  I  He  seemed  strength  and  abil- 
ity and  success  personified,  and  she  looked  at  the  al- 
ready wasted  figure  in  the  bed  with  the  thin,  wan 
hands  twirling  themselves  to  keep  from  sheer  ennui! 
There  was  a  timely,  warning  question  which  she  be- 
gan to  ask  her  inner  self :  "  Can  I  always  pretend  — 
when  all  the  rest  of  the  world  is  strong  and  well?  " 
But  she  brushed  it  aside  and  plunged  twice  gaily  into 
the  account,  calling  for  Nate  to  come  upstairs  and 
listen. 

A  little  later,  Paul,  with  the  restless  vagaries  of  an 
invalid,  wanted  to  forget  all  about  the  plans  and  play 
three-handed  cribbage  and  rum,  and  then  he  wanted 
to  have  Nate  do  card  tricks  for  him  and  Molly  go 
downstairs  and  strum  old  love  songs  on  the  piano. 

It  was  so  unlike  him  that  Molly  could  not  help  but 
wonder. 

"  *  Oh,  Believe  me.  If  All  Those  Endearing  Young 
Charms,'  "  she  began  in  her  pretty  soprano.  And  she 
sang  so  bravely  that  she  wondered,  horrified  and 
ashamed  of  herself,  how  she  could  keep  on  and  on 
asking  herself  the  same  question:  Could  she  accept 
the  routine  which  lay  before  her,  accept  the  burden  and 
lift  herself  above  it  I  The  contrast  had  startled  her 
from  her  enforced  poise.  Everything  about  the  bunga- 
low was  neglected,  a  trifle,  and  she  herself  was  a  little 
out  of  date  and  shabby.  Upstairs  sat  Nate,  splendid 
and  generous,  but  as  far  removed  from  being  Molly's 
confidante  as  if  she  were  Stephanie.  Nate  could  not 
understand,  nor  did  Molly  understand  herself.  As  yet, 
there  really  was  nothing  for  any  one  to  understand; 
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it  was  more  a  very  faint  tracing  of  words  on  the  wall. 

Molly's  fingers  were  numb  and  she  was  tired.  She 
wandered  on  into  the  Scotch  airs  but  she  stopped  sing- 
ing because  her  throat  was  hurting.  She  wondered, 
vaguely,  how  it  would  seem  for  some  one  to  come  and 
make  her  stop  and  put  her  in  an  easy  chair  and  bring 
a  tray  of  good  food  —  which  she  had  not  had  to  pre- 
pare —  and  sit  by  her,  coaxing  her  to  eat  and  telling 
her  all  the  happenings  in  a  busy  man's  day  —  she  won- 
dered how  it  would  seem  to  wear  a  filmy,  French  dress 
and  have  her  hair  well  dressed  and  her  nails  shining 
and  to  be  able  to  send  away  the  tray  of  dishes  without 
a  thought  of  the  washing  of  them  and  — • 

She  shook  herself  and  caused  a  discord.  Then  she 
made  a  mock  ending  and  shouted  up,  *'  Going  to  wash 
the  dishes  before  breakfast  —  be  up  as  soon  as  I  can," 
and  darted  for  the  kitchen. 

It  was  after  ten  o'clock.  Paul  had  to  have  one 
kind  of  medicine  at  midnight  and  another  at  five  in 
the  morning.  He  was  hungry,  strangely  enough,  at 
frequent  intervals  —  and  he  demanded  a  variety  of 
food.  Then  there  would  be  the  morning  paper  to  read 
to  him  and  the  flowers  to  fix  and  freshen,  the  grocer- 
ies to  order,  the  callers  to  see,  and  the  thousand  and 
one  things  in  the  household  machinery  to  set  going 
smoothly.  A  day  and  a  half  absence  causes  an  endless 
upsetting  I  Punctuated  with  all  this  would  be  the  task 
of  kneeling  down  beside  him  and  reassuring  him  that 
she  still  cared,  that  she  was  happy  to  be  his  wife.  And 
trying  to  make  herself  forget,  as  if  she  were  being 
anesthetized,  that  there  ever  was  a  tiny  chest  of  draw- 
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ers  in  the  sick  man's  room  filled  with  lavender-scented, 
small  garments  I 

**  Well,  Fm  going  home,  Molly,"  Nate  said,  coming 
into  the  kitchen.  '^  He  has  fallen  asleep.  I'd  have 
wiped  these  for  you  but  Paul  had  a  streak  on  of  talk- 
ing.    rU  hurry  along — " 

"  It's  late  for  you  to  go  alone,  Nate  —  I'm  sorry.'* 
Molly  hung  up  her  dish  pan  wearily.  "  I'm  so  tired 
I  don't  even  want  to  undress  —  I  suppose  there  isn't 
anything  ordered  ahead  for  to-morrow,  is  there  ?  " 

**  You  said  not  to." 

^'  I  know  I  did.  I  was  just  thinking  out  loud. 
Thanks,  Nate  —  sure  you  don't  want  to  stay  here  for 
the  night?" 

"  Positive  —  there's  the  front  bell  —  who  on  earth 
at  this  hour?"  Nate  hurried  to  answer  it  before  it 
should  waken  Paul. 

Jack  stood  outside.  "  Darly  sent  me  for  you;  she 
didn't  want  you  coming  home  alone,"  he  informed 
her. 

"  What  utter  nonsense,  every  one  has  suddenly 
labelled  me,  *  Tissue  paper  —  handle  with  care,'  " 
Nate  said,  thoroughly  embarrassed. 

Molly,  too  sleepy  even  to  speak  politely,  kissed  the 
tip  of  Nate's  ear  and  went  upstairs.  It  was  eleven 
o'clock. 

It  was  raining,  and  Jack  struggled  with  an  umbrella 
and  tried  to  keep  step  with  Nate  all  at  once.  A  queer, 
gloomy  fog  had  settled  over  everything. 

''Did  she  manage  to  see  that  man?"  said  Jack 
abruptly. 
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^^  Yes,  he's  coming  here  and  thinks  he  may  buy  the 
plans.     But  — "     Nate  did  not  finish. 

'''But  what?  That's  pretty  good  sounding.  Jove, 
I  hope  they  get  across.     It  will  be  his  salvation." 

"  What  worries  me  is  that  if  they  do,  he'll  try  to 
do  more  and  I  don't  honestly  think  he  can.  Paul  has 
changed  —  you  see;  I  stayed  with  him  the  day  Molly 
was  gone  and  it  startled  me.  He  is  like  a  child.  I 
don't  think  that  he  honestly  will  mind  if  he  can  do 
no  more  work  —  as  long  as  he  has  Molly.  It  is 
Molly  who  will  mind.  She's  trying  to  deceive  herself 
that  it's  the  other  way  'round.  She  won't  stand  the 
strain,  that's  what  I'm  thinking."  Nate  tramped 
gloomily  into  the  deepest  mud  puddle. 

"  Oh,  maybe  he  will  —  can't  tell,  you  know." 

"  Of  course  it  had  to  be  Paul  who  was  hurt.  I  can 
go  on  until  I'm  minus  my  last  tooth."  Nate's  voice 
trembled.  "  Oh,  Jack,  it's  so  hard  not  to  be  able  to  do 
something  for  both  of  them.     They're  pathetic." 

"  We're  all  pathetic.  There's  no  use  in  talking  to 
any  one  about  anything,"  Jack  told  her  slowly.  "  I've 
figured  that  out.  The  only  thing  to  do  is  to  live  —  and 
learn.  We  all  have  to  do  it  and  we  might  as  well  grit 
our  teeth  and  go  through  game." 

"  Then  you  don't  favor  easy  living  by  c-correspon- 
dence  methods?  " 

"  No.  And  that's  what  most  of  us  try  to  get.  We 
shirk,  I  guess.  That's  what  Darly  said  — '  Paradise 
auction.'  Sooner  or  later  we  all  have  to  face  things 
but  we  pigeonhole  'em  as  Idng  as  we  can.  .  .  .  Nate, 
you  haven't  any  rubbers  I  " 
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"  I  know  it,"  she  said  carelessly. 

"  Well,  you  buy  a  pair  —  tramping  as  you  do,  too  I 
We  don't  want  any  one  else  down  sick/' 

'^  Listen  to  him  chatter  —  did  you  have  a  good  sup- 
per?" 

"  Rather.     I  ate  until  Darly  forbade  it." 

**  Oh,  Darly's  the  one  to  make  you  fat  and  short 
of  breath.  I've  simply  gloated  ever  since  I  gave  up 
Basswood." 

"  I  wanted  to  tell  you  something  to-night."  Jack's 
voice  was  sober.  **  You  mean  a  great  deal  to  Darly 
—  don't  leave  her,  will  you  ?  " 

"  Leave  her  ?  Of  course  not.  Paul  and  Molly 
don't  need  me  —  except  to  be  near  at  hand." 

"  I  mean  —  don't  go  getting  married  for  a  little 
while." 

Nate's  foot  splashed  viciously  into  a  young  whirl- 
pool. "  Oh,  you  always  were  impossible,"  she  said 
roughly;  "now  don't  come  any  further  —  I'll  skip 
up  the  hill  alone." 

"  You  won't  —  I'll  skip  up  with  you." 

"  Darly's  gone  to  bed  —  all  the  lights  are  out." 

"  She  was  tired,"  Jack  said  slowly. 

"  Sometimes  she  looks  frail." 

"  I  haven't  seen  enough  of  her  lately  but  I'll  make 
up  for  it.  Stephanie  doesn't  like  my  mother,  Nate. 
And  I  don't  like  that  in  Stephanie.  So  we've  got  to 
agree  to  disagree  about  it.  Darly  is  more  than  a 
mother  to  me ;  she's  a  sort  of  guardian  angel." 

"  I  know,"  Nate  held  6ut  her  hand,  "  well,  thanks 
for  making  a  lonesome  journey  easy,  Jack  —  better 
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hurry  back.     Stephanie  will  be  searching  for  you/' 

"  She  probably  isn't  home  herself,"  he  answered. 
And  for  some  strange  reason  he  experienced  a  fright- 
ful wave  of  homesickness  as  he  saw  Nate  enter  the 
brown  house  with  an  authoritative  air. 

He  began  tramping  back  in  the  rain,  telling  himself 
he  was  a  cad  to  talk  about  his  wife.  First  he  had  been 
duped,  completely  deceived,  then  he  had  turned  angry, 
raging  as  Stephanie  did  herself,  then  he  was  ugly  and 
sullen  —  now  he  was  getting  to  be  a  tale-bearer  1  He 
must  stop.  He  wondered  what  other  phases  were  be- 
fore him,  and  there  came  to  his  mind  a  significant,  very 
unpleasant  word  —  divorce  1  He  dismissed  it  curtly. 
Darly  had  obtained  a  divorce,  but  there  was  a  tertium 
quid  to  reckon  with.  That  justified  it.  After  all,  a 
man  or  woman  marries  and  it's  a  gamble.  If  they  are 
disillusioned  it  does  not  bfehoove  them  to  whine  over 
their  fate.  Divorce  was  only  when  insufferable  in- 
trigues were  blatantly  displayed  with  an  intent  to  in- 
sult. Then  it  was  time  enough  to  talk  of  divorce  — 
as  poor  Darly  had  been  forced  into  doing. 

Stephanie  was  waiting  for  him.  She  no  longer  took 
the  pains  of  making  herself  a  frilly,  doll-like  person 
because  the  aftermaths  of  the  rages  were  no  longer 
sobby,  plaintive,  delightful  times  in  which  she  indulged 
every  stray  whim  and  fancy  of  her  neurasthenic  self. 
She  was  putting  cold  cream  inartistically  on  her  face 
when  Jack  came  into  their  room  and  an  old  'flannel 
wrapper  was  carelessly  huddled  about  her. 

"Well  —  where  now?"  she  asked. 

Jack  took  a   special  delight  in  answering.     For- 
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merly  he  had  frantically  fought  away  even  shadows 
which  he  thought  might  lead  to  an  outburst  of  temper. 
But  it  had  been  futile  —  like  trying  to  stem  a  cataract 
with  a  small  bit  of  stone.  Now  he  calmly,  deliber- 
ately related  anything  which  he  knew  would  incite  her, 
like  dangling  a  carrot  before  a  donkey's  nose.  As 
yet,  Jack  had  not  realized  the  hurt  to  his  own  char- 
acter. 

"  I  had  a  very  nice  supper  with  Darly  and  a  long 
talk  afterwards.  Then  I  went  to  Molly's  —  she  came 
home  on  the  seven-thirty  train,  you  know  —  and  took 
Nate  home.     I  made  pretty  good  time,  didn't  I  ?  '* 

**  You're  a  fool,"  began  Stephanie  senselessly. 

"  I'm  realizing  it."  Jack  threw  off  his  coat  and 
pushed  by  her  carelessly.  None  of  the  simple  courte- 
sies of  right  living  were  left  them.  They,  too,  had 
vanished,  no  one  knew  just  when  or  how,  after  the 
manner  of  Stephanie's  dainty  gowns  and  boudoir  caps. 

"  Well,  I'm  the  bigger  one,"  she  remarked,  putting 
the  cold  cream  away.  "  But  I  don't  intend  remaining 
one.  Of  all  the  doses  of  mother-in-law,  I  think  I  have 
been  awarded  the  prize." 

**  And  as  to  aunts?"  Aunt  Reba  was  coming  the 
next  day. 

"  She  doesn't  bother  you.  Your  mother  dislikes  me 
as  much  as  I  do  her." 

"  No,  Steve,  she  understands  you." 

Stephanie  stamped  her  foot.  "  Stop,"  she  cried, 
"you're  insufferable.  Honestly,  I'm  so  everlastingly 
tired  of  you  and  your  family  and  your  idiotic  notions 
of  this  and  that  —  I'll  grow  desperate  some  day." 
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Jack  paid  no  attention  to  her. 

"  If  you  think  Fm  going  to  be  content  here  another 
year,  you  are  sadly  mistaken/' 

"  Stephanie,  I  can't  believe  what  you  say,"  her  hus- 
band told  her  with  brutal  candor,  "  in  fact,  you  don't 
believe  your  own  self.  That  is  the  real  trouble.  You 
tell  yourself  things  that  are  not  true.  You  feed  your 
imagination  on  all  sorts  of  stray  ideas  without  any 
foundation.  All  of  your  ideals  are  the  same  as  any 
gossiping  fishwife.  You  care  for  nothing  but  furni- 
ture and  clothes  and  avoiding  work  —  you  like  men  to 
pay  you  attention  but  to  have  them  really  love  you  is 
quite  a  bore.  I  know.  You  let  yourself  give  'way 
to  every  passing  irritation  and  enlarge  upon  it  until 
you  are  temporarily  insane.  If  you  would  put  one 
hundredth  of  your  energy  into  your  housework  instead 
of  your  temper,  we  would  be  much  happier  1  " 

"  So  —  you  lied  when  you  said  I  would  not  have 
to  work  hard."  Stephanie  took  such  a  ridiculous  view 
of  the  thing  that  Jack  laughed.  **  You  really  want 
me  to  hold  a  scrubbing  brush  in  my  hand  all  day  I  " 

"  There  you  go.  Now  you  know  that  isn't  true, 
Stephanie  —  you  know  it  so  well  that  you  can  dare  to 
deny  it.  I  want  a  home  and  something  fit  to  eat.  Oh, 
what's  the  use  in  trying  to  tell  you  —  I  want  children. 
You  don't." 

Stephanie  pouted.  "  I  don't  say  I  don't  want  them 
—  when  you  have  more  income." 

"I'll  never  have  it,  you'll  take  jolly  good  care  of 
that." 

Stephanie  burst  out  crying.     "  I  wouldn't  give  my 
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children  such  a  bad  father,"  she  said.  ''  I  do  want 
children  —  I  do  —  I  do  — "  She  waited  for  Jack  to 
beg  her  pardon. 

But  he  went  on  fixing  his  clean  linen  for  the  morn- 
ing. "  Three  months  ago  I  would  have  halfway  be- 
lieved you.  Six  months  ago,  I  would  have  believed 
you  and  have  tried  to  make  you  forgive  me.  A  year 
ago  I'd  have  been  an  incoherent  puppy  grovelling  at 
your  feet  and  lapping  up  the  dust." 

"  You  mean  that  I  am  lying?  " 

"  You  know  blamed  well  you  are.  A  child  would 
be  as  unwelcome  to  you  as  though  you  were  not  mar- 
ried." Jack's  face  was  white  with  sudden  anger  — 
anger  at  Stephanie  for  this  endless,  distasteful  nagging, 
anger  at  himself  for  not  having  the  wits  or  the  force  to 
silence  it  once  and  for  all. 

Stephanie  gave  a  tragic  cry;  she  did  it  quite  well  by 
dint  of  constant  practice.  "  Oh,  Jack,"  she  said, 
^^  Jack  I  Is  our  life  going  to  end  like  this?  I  can't 
bear  it." 

"  Well,  you  seem  to.  You  always  start  it.  Now, 
Stephanie,  here  is  a  wholesome  truth  to  dream  over 
—  and  please  dream,  too;  I  want  to  get  some  sleep. 
A  man  has  just  so  much  to  give  a  woman  or  vice  versa. 
For  we're  all  ornery  savages  at  heart  and  you  can 
only  encroach  just  so  far  on  the  other  fellow's  terri- 
tory without  bringing  down  disaster  on  your  own  head. 
Some  women  nag  and  badger  the  life  out  of  a  man  un- 
til he  gives  up  smoking.  Very  likely  he  finally  does 
^ve  it  up.  But  he  also  has  given  her  a  good  deal  of 
his  ability  to  make  concessions  graciously.     Then  she 
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asks  him  half  a  dozen  other  small  self-denials  and  be- 
cause he  loves  her,  he  agrees  to  them  and  she  thinks 
that  nothing  in  this  world  or  the  next  but  what  will  be 
yielded  when  she  turns  her  thumbs  down  or  up.  There 
is  the  big  error.  When  something  vital  comes  to  the 
front  —  there  is  no  more  *  give  '  left  in  the  man.  It 
has  been  expended  in  petty  things.  And  the  woman 
calls  him  a  brute  and  spends  the  rest  of  her  life  telling 
her  friends  all  about  it.  It  can  happen  the  other  way 
around  just  as  well.  But  what  I'm  driving  at  is  you 
and  me,  Steve.  For  if  ever  two  people  had  the  chance 
to  be  happy,  we  did.  And  we're  not.  You  have  de- 
manded every  bit  of  excess  patience  and  forgiveness 
and  concession  that  I  am  capable  of  —  there  is  no  more 
left.  Please  believe  me  that  this  is  true.  I  am 
through.  And  I  can't  help  it,  it's  a  lack  in  myself  — 
it  has  all  gone  out  to  you  in  those  endless  storms  that 
you  put  me  through  time  after  time.  I'm  only  a 
human  being.  Stephanie,  don't  expect  me  to  come  and 
beg  your  forgiveness,  when  it  is  not  I  who  am  wrong 
^-  or  to  pet  you  and  adore  you  and  follow  your  slight- 
est bidding.  That  is  quite  ended.  You've  made  the 
demands  that  — " 

"  Oh,  I'm  happy,"  interrupted  Stephanie  blandly, 
"  very  happy  —  just  because  I'm  your  wife,"  she  smiled 
invitingly. 

Jack  shook  his  head.  ''  My  dear,  I  admit  it  is 
stealing  your  own  plunder,  but  don't  you  think  you'd 
do  the  vampire  parts  in  moving  pictures  rather  well? 
Of  all  the  clever  stupidity  on  a  woman's  part,  yours  is 
the  most  cleverly  stupid  I  " 
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"  Then  let's  talk  plainly,"  she  said;  her  eyes  had  a 
sharp,  hard  look;  "if  you're  tired  of  me,  let's  get  a 
divorce.  Give  me  enough  alimony  —  I'm  willing. 
You  are  nothing  so  wonderful." 

"  No.  Divorce  is  not  for  us.  I  don*t  intend  to 
forget  ethics." 

"  Your  mother  is  divorced.  She's  the  perfection 
pattern  of  the  planet.     Why  not  emulate  her?  " 

"  There  was  another  woman.     That  was  different." 

"  Oh,  well  —  when  my  husband  takes  Nate  Kail 
home  time  and  again  and  she  lives  with  his  mother 
and  — " 

Jack  took  her  wrists  and  held  them  so  tightly  that 
she  screamed  with  pain.  "  Stephanie,  if  you  ever  dare 
say  anything  like  that  again  —  I'll  do  what  every  bit 
of  me  longs  to  do  now  —  I'll  beat  you  and  pay  my  fine 
like  any  common  tough  I  " 

Stephanie  drew  back.  There  were  two  red  marks 
on  her  wrists.  She  debated  mentally  what  best  to  do. 
Then  she  cried.  Then  she  rubbed  some  lotion  on  her 
wrists.  Then  she  cried  some  more.  Jack  had  gone 
to  bed. 

She  advanced  toward  him  timidly. 

"  I'm  sorry,"  she  said  in  a  meek,  mouse  voice,  "  I 
love  you  so  much  that  it  hurts  me  to  have  you  tramp 
with  Nate.  I'm  not  strong  enough.  I  didn't  mean  it, 
you  know  that.  Jack." 

"  Please  let  me  get  to  sleep,"  he  said  wearily;  "  I've 
an  early  appointment." 

"  I  can't  sleep  unless  you  forgive  me  —  really,  I 
can't.     Jack,  I'm  terribly  wicked — " 
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"  You  are." 

"  OA/'  Stephanie's  sobs  grew  more  and  more  plain- 
tive. "  I'm  so  unhappy.  Really,  Jack,  I  did  not  mean 
anything.  I  know  you  are  everything  in  the  world 
that  a  man  should  be  and  I'm  a  silly  little  thing  — ^" 

''  You  are  that,  also." 

Stephanie  stopped,  aghast.  She  had  overstepped 
herself. 

"  Jack,  don't  you  care  any  more  ?  " 

Jack  sat  up  in  bed.  **  When  you  come  to  me  with 
these  humble  apologies,  sort  of  grovelling  in  a  way 
that  isn't  —  oh,  isn't  right  —  it's  uncorsetting  your- 
self mentally,  that's  the  only  way  I  can  explain  it  I 
don't  know  what  to  say,  I  get  confused,  don't  you? 
Stephanie,  after  all  that  has  happened  to  us  in  so  short 
a  time,  tell  me  —  truthfully  —  do  you  still  care?  " 

Stephanie  smiled  in  the  dark.  ^'  I  do,"  she  mur- 
mured, "  oh,  /  do/' 

Jack  kissed  her.  "  Then  let's  forget  everything  that 
has  gone  before.  I'll  try  to  and  you  try  to.  Let's 
start  in  new  and  square  and  try  to  think  of  the  other 
fellow  first  in  all  we  do.     Will  you,  dear  ?  " 

"  Yes,"  this  was  so  very  low  and  meek  that  Jack 
could  scarcely  hear. 

"  Stephanie,  it  isn't  too  late  even  yet  to  have  the 
home  I've  dreamed  of  having." 

"  No," —  still  pianissimo. 

*'  I  can  be  a  different  man  if  things  go  happily. 
Don't  go  away  and  stay  weeks,  it  leaves  me  discour- 
aged —  let's  go  together  and  let's  give  up  this  damn- 
able place  and  take  a  house  and  get  a  maid  —  we  can 
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get  some  one  even  if  she  doesn't  wear  a  cap  with  black 
ribbons  —  and  — " 

"  First,  dear,  let's  take  the  Thompson  apartment," 
— Stephanie's  voice  had  recovered  itself  — "  and  you 
can  have  a  real  den.     Just  for  yourself." 

Jack  debated  a  moment.  ^^  All  right,"  he  said  gen- 
erously, "if  you  want  that  first,  we'll  move  down- 
stairs." 

Stephanie  was  in  a  gale  of  merriment.  "  And  we'll 
refurnish  in  old  rose  and  gray.  I've  been  getting 
prices  and  samples  —  and,  Jack,  here  is  something 
that  will  help  us  save.  Mr.  Thompson  gets  all  his 
clothes  second  hand  from  the  wholesale  stores  — 
they've  just  been  worn  by  the  models  to  show  off  ad- 
vance styles  and  they're  perfectly  new.  His  fifty  dol- 
lar overcoat  really  cost  twenty-five  dollars,  and  his  suits 
run  from  fifteen  to  eighteen  —  any  one  can  see  they're 
wonderful  bargains.  Well,  this  is  the  point :  You've 
a  perfect  figure  and  you  could  get  anything  through 
him.  You  know  I've  been  nice  to  his  wife.  I've  made 
her  seven  different  pieces  of  neckwear  and  always 
shared  anything  good  I  had  to  eat.  I  thought  if  you 
would  give  him  a  box  of  cigars  —  not  an  expensive 
box  —  when  you  would  get  the  clothes,  it  wouldn't  leave 
you  under  any  obligation  and  we'd  save  —  why  — 
enough  to  buy  something  very  nice  for  the  house.  I 
want  some  cane-seated  mahogany  for  the  new  living- 
room." 

Jack  was  silent.     He  was  not  asleep. 

"  Did  you  understand,  dearest?  " 

"  Yes,  Stephanie !     Get  the  clothes  and  the  furni- 
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ture  —  do  whatever  you  damned  please,"  he  told  her, 
stinging  with  disappointment,  amazed  at  the  lengths 
she  would  go  to  in  order  to  gain  things.  Love,  peo- 
ple, ideals,  meant  nothing  in  comparison  with  a  new 
dress,  an  entertainment,  furniture.  Aild  he  refused 
to  speak  to  her  again.  He  told  himself  that  it  was 
the  last  time  he  would  endeavor  to  bridge  the  rift. 
They  would  go  along,  each  as  best  pleased  themselves, 
indefinitely  I 


CHAPTER  XXIII 

THE  shining,  white  touring  car,  elaborately 
fitted  and  manned  by  a  colored  driver  in 
white  flannels,  drew  up  in  front  of  the 
bungalow.  It  seemed  to  illuminate  the  quiet  little 
house  strangely.  Everything  about  Almy  sparkled 
with  success  and  life  and  strength.  The  very  move- 
ment of  his  body  as  he  walked,  the  carriage  of  the 
head,  the  sight  of  those  broad,  capable  shoulders,  and 
the  sound  of  his  rich,  deep  voice,  which  never  spared 
itself  when  expressing  an  idea. 

Almy,  in  a  sporting  suit  of  gray,  rang  the  bell.  He 
was  amused  and  somewhat  astonished  at  himself  for 
having  come.  All  that  he  remembered  about  the  in- 
cident was  that  Mrs.  Kail  was  a  very  young,  quaint 
looking  girl  with  wonderful  purple  eyes  and  scarlet 
lips,  and  that  she  had  cried  prettily.  Most  women  do 
it  badly ;  they  sniffle  and  get  a  wudgy  little  handker- 
chief into  a  twisted  knot  and  their  eyes  are  swollen 
and  ugly.  But  Mrs.  Kail,  in  her  plain  blue  dress,  had 
stood  very  still,  her  hands  at  her  sides  as  she  told  the 
story  and  the  tears  rolled  down  her  cheeks  naturally, 
while  the  purple  eyes  seemed  to  merely  grow  larger 
and  more  mystical. 

There  was  much  that  was  the  sybarite  about  Almy. 

Likewise,  he  inclined  to  being  a  stoic  in  other  ways. 

242 
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Pretty,  odd  women  fascinated  him,  just  as  he  had  an 
unsuspected  hero  worship  of  strong  men.  It  all  de- 
pended on  the  person's  resistive  powers  as  to  whether 
they  dominated  him  or  he  dominated  them.  He  was 
never  content  to  tilt  lances  neutrally.  One  or  the 
other  of  whomever  he  came  in  contact  with  must  sur- 
render. 

As  for  Paul  Kail's  plans,  they  were  things  of  fragile 
value,  all  right  to  use  for  a  working  girls'  rest  home, 
but  for  the  big  factory  which  he  needed  they  were  im- 
possible. 

Molly  answered  the  bell.  She  was  expecting  Darly 
sometime  during  the  afternoon  and  she  showed  her 
delighted  surprise. 

"  Oh,  Mr.  Almy,  I  hadn't  the  slightest  idea  it  was 
you.  Paul  is  asleep  and  it  is  very  hard  for  him  to 
rest.  He's  wearing  a  new  support  for  his  back  and  it 
weighs  pounds.  So  I  hate  to  waken  him  —  are  you 
in  a  terrible  hurry?  "     She  glanced  at  the  panting  car. 

"  No,  not  for  a  few  hours.  Going  on  to  Edgerton 
to  meet  some  men.  Hi,  Jasper,  shut  her  off  and  keep 
yourself  busy  for  a  while.  I  won't  need  you.  May 
I  come  in  ?  '* 

"  Please  do."     Molly  was  distinctly  confused. 

Almy  seemed  to  crowd  the  entire  house  when  he 
stepped  over  the  threshold.  He  could  not  be  in  a 
room  no  matter  how  big  without  every  one  being  con- 
scious that  he  was  there.  In  Molly's  small  living- 
room  he  created  the  effect  of  a  benevolent  giant. 

"May  I  sit  down?" 

"  Of  course." 


244  PARADISE  AUCTION 

"  I  don't  want  to  waken  Mr.  Kail  —  how  is  he?  '* 

"Just  the  same.  But  I  think  we  ought  to  try  to 
keep  trying  every  one  and  everything,  don't  you?  It 
might  just  be  there  would  come  some  one  with  a  —  a 
miracle  tucked  in  his  pocket,"  she  said  bravely. 

"  I'm  a  fatalist  myself,"  Almy  answered;  "  if  a  thing 
is  coming  to  you,  it's  coming.  That's  all  there  is  to 
it.  And  if  I  saw  it  was  inevitable,  I'd  take  it  and 
try  not  to  duck.  If  you've  had  Baxter,  you  may  as 
well  accept  that  as  final." 

"  But  if  it  was  some  one  you  loved?  "  Molly  asked. 

Almy  smiled.  "  I  don't  know.  I  don't  love  any 
one.     Perhaps  I'd  be  different." 

"  You  would;  you'd  fight  like  a  tiger." 

He  glanced  at  her  in  surprise.  "  Perhaps.  I  sup- 
pose you  are  very  anxious  about  Mr.  Kail's  work? 
Well,  it  isn't  what  I  want.  There  has  always  been  an 
effeminacy  about  his  stuff  that  isn't  practical  for  my 
things.  His  fire  escapes  are  jokes  —  but  I  have  an- 
other idea  in  mind.  I'm  thinking  of  giving  a  build- 
ing or  two  for  boarding  houses  for  my  women  em- 
ployees. These  plans  would  fit  over,  I  think,  and 
m  not  mention  the  new  factory  plans  I'm  having 
drawn.  I'll  explain  the  other  scheme  and  have  him 
make  the  alterations.     How  will  that  be  ?  " 

"  Mighty  good  of  you,"  Molly's  face  flushed  hap- 
pily. "I  —  I  was  afraid  of  them.  When  he  was 
well,  I  used  to  tell  him  just  what  you  have  said." 

"  He's  a  dreamer !  Now  then,  when  he  wakes  up, 
it  won't  take  me  but  a  few  minutes  to  talk  it  over  and 
make  him  feel  as  if  he  were  not  out  of  the  world. 
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Then  you  can  come  to  New  York  with  the  new  plans, 
can't  you  ?  " 

"  Of  course." 

Almy  glanced  around  the  room.  "  This  is  a  pretty 
house,  Mrs.  Kail.     Did  your  husband  build  it?  " 

"  Yes,  we  planned  it  together  —  not  so  very  long 
agol" 

"  You  look  tired,"  he  said  bluntly. 

"  I  am  —  a  little."  She  pushed  her  black  hair  back 
nervously.     "  I  was  up  quite  a  little  in  the  night." 

Almy  leaned  forward,  his  rough,  bronzed  face 
looking  at  her  keenly.  "  I'm  going  to  give  your  hus- 
band a  payment  on  this,"  he  said,  "  and  I  want  you  to 
get  some  kind  of  help  here  and  relieve  yourself. 
You  won't  stand  it." 

''  Oh,  you  must  not  do  that  —  unless  it  is  something 
you  are  really  going  to  use,"  she  said. 

''  It  is.  I'm  quite  honest  with  you.  I  shall  have 
them  done  over  for  the  boarding  houses.  No  virtue 
on  my  part,  I  assure  you.  It's  to  be  an  ad  for  me  — 
and  a  decent  place  for  the  girls  to  stay.  If  they  didn't 
have  it,  they'd  be  scattered  everywhere  and  late  at 
work  and  there'd  be  fines  and  strikes  started  and  — 
oh,  it's  cheaper  to  give  them  good  buildings  and  herd 
them."     He  laughed  at  Molly's  surprise. 

"  But  you're  sorry  for  them  too,  aren't  you?"  she 
asked  gravely. 

"  No.  Why  should  I  be  ?  They  get  all  they  earn. 
Like  all  of  us,  if  we  are  only  honest  enough  to  figure 
it  out.  In  fact,  they're  not  giving  me  as  much,  in 
proportion,  as  I  give  them  —  they  begrudge  me  my 
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money  and  would  like  to  marry  me,  every  one  of  them, 
and  dominate  over  the  rest.  That  is  their  dream  — 
from  factory  to  palace  idea  —  you  know.  They  have 
designs  on  every  foreman  in  the  place,  married  or 
otherwise.     They  are  liberal  believers  in  divorce  1  " 

"Aren't  you  married,  Mr.  Almy?" 

"  No.     Never  had  time  to  fall  in  love.'* 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  You  ought  to  be  mar- 
ried; you'd  stop  suspecting  every  one  of  wanting  to 
marry  you." 

"  How  do  you  know  I  do?  " 

She  shrugged  her  shoulders.  Something  about 
Almy  stimulated  her.  She  could  temporarily  forget 
worries.     "  I  don't  know  —  I  merely  think  so." 

"  Oh,  yes,  I'm  the  dual  eyebrow  guy,"  he  laughed; 
"  the  shaggy  one  and  the  smooth.  '  Oughtn't  you 
name  them  so  I  can  talk  to  them  and  call  them  to 
task?" 

Molly  hesitated  a  moment.  "  All  right  —  Shag  and 
Baba,"  she  decided. 

"Why  each?" 

"  Shag,  because  he's  a  lion,  fierce  and  raging;  and 
Baba,  because  he's  a  gentle  lamb  I  " 

"  Shag  and  Baba  they  are."  Almy  touched  them  re- 
spectively. "  That's  good,  Mrs.  Kail.  You're  help- 
ing me  to  understand  myself  —  it's  homey  in  here  — 
sometimes  I  get  everlastingly  tired  of  my  apartment. 
I've  a  sneaking,  slant-eyed  Jap  or  so  who  make  way 
with  my  best  shirts  and  all  my  good  cigars.  The 
place  Is  fitted  out  with  a  lot  of  junk  I  bought  during 
the  first  flush  of  being  rich.     I'd  been  poor  since  I  was 
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born  and  it  went  to  my  head.  Now  I'm  sick  of  it, 
for  it's  all  labelled,  *  I  cost  so  much,*  and  *  I'm  part  of 
such-and-such  a  famous  collection  —  don't  come  near 
me  I '  You  know.  And  the  people  I  ask  up  here 
think  they  are  expected  to  rave  and  gush  and  exhaust 
every  adjective  on  my  collection  of  armor  in  the  hall 
and  then,  tired  and  word  weary,  they  wander  through- 
out, murmuring  things  unintelligible  and  jacking  them- 
selves up  with  brandy-and-sodas  I  I  see  through  it  and 
that's  the  worst  part.  I'd  like  to  have  something  that 
I  didn't  see  through.  I  guess  a  stone  wall  is  about 
the  only  article  that  will  meet  my  requirements! 
Every  one  fawning  on  you  when  you  have  money  and 
every  one  kicking  you  when  you  haven't^"  Almy's 
jaw  thrust  itself  into  a  brutish  expression  and  his 
shaggy  eyebrow  lifted  meaningly.  "  It  makes  me 
want  to  do  the  other  fellow  just  for  the  satisfaction  of 
letting  him  know  I  have  his  number  I  This  isn't  parlor 
conversation,  is  it?  But,  upon  my  word,  Mrs.  Kail,  I 
don't  ever  have  the  chance  of  talking  naturally.  Busi- 
ness all  day,  competitors  like  lean  wolves  howling  on 
every  corner,  and  at  all  the  clubs  and  social  affairs  men 
who  want  to  impose  on  you  and  artificial  women-liars 
who  want  your  money.  That's  about  all  there  is  to 
being  a  self-made  man.  It's  one  continual  battle 
against  being  torn  down.  *  He's  self-made,'  they  say, 
and  then  leap  up  to  sink  in  the  harpoon  wherever  they 
can.  That's  the  way  I  figure  it."  Almy  got  up  and 
walked  restlessly  the  length  of  the  room. 

"Tell  me  about  yourself,"  asked  Molly.     It  was 
such  a  new,  contrasting  story  to  Paul's  simple  life  that 
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it  interested  her.  "That  is  —  if  you  want  to." 
"  You  really  want  to  know?  "  he  asked,  turning  back. 
"Well  —  there  isn't  much.  Country  boy  —  step- 
father. Bound  out.  Ran  away.  Then  they  put  me 
in  a  reformatory.  Life  wasn't  overly  pleasant,  so  I 
started  a  neat  young  fire  and  in  the  excitement  escaped. 
Got  smuggled  on  a  ship  bound  for  the  East  Indies  and 
worked  like  a  slave.  Took  my  pay  in  kicks  and  rot- 
ten food.  But  it  was  better  than  the  other  —  they 
weren't  so  personal.  At  least  I  was  fending  for  my- 
self. The  ship  was  wrecked  and  I,  with  two  men 
both  over  fifty  and  rare  old  rogues,  made  our  way  into 
central  Australia.  Lot  of  things  happened  there. 
You  can  imagine  —  getting  experience  handed  you  in- 
stead of  salary.  The  men  got  into  trouble.  I  hate 
a  thief.  That's  one  thing  I  balk  at.  I'd  kill  a  man 
if  I  thought  he  ought  to  be  killed  and  not  bother  any 
jury  to  decide  it  either.  But  I  wouldn't  steal.  Then 
I  came  to  South  America  and  followed  a  circus. 
Played  stable  boy  for  the  animals.  That's  where  I 
got  the  idea  of  manufacturing  the  special  boxes.  From 
some  curious  wood  fibre  work  the  natives  did.  I 
tucked  the  idea  away  until  I  could  use  it.  Came  to 
Panama,  shipped  to  Jamaica.  Went  to  England  and 
worked  at  odd  jobs.  Paris  next  —  learned  the  bak- 
er's trade  —  I  can  make  pancakes  with  jelly  that  melt 
in  your  mouth  I  Would  you  think  it?  I  saved  some 
money  there  but  lost  it  gambling  and  it  served  me 
right.  Then  I  began  wandering  around  Europe,  an 
adventurer,  working  here  and  there  but  always  with 
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the  one  idea  in  my  head  —  to  come  back  to  America 
and  be  a  rich  man. 

"  In  Italy,  I  helped  sell  *  relics  *  to  gullible  tourists. 
I  had  a  commission  on  my  sales,  so  I  started  saving 
again.  This  time  I  didn't  gamble.  I  came  to  Amer- 
ica and  started  making  my  boxes  in  my  hall  bedroom  — 
with  every  one  laughing  at  me  and  telling  me  I  had  the 
ideal  build  for  a  stoker.  That  was  about  eight  years 
ago.  To-day  I'm  worth  a  million  and  I  can't  fill  or- 
ders. But  I  haven't  time  for  anything  else  besides 
work.  I'm  not  old,  Mrs.  Kail,  even  if  there  is  a 
grizzly  aspect  to  my  head.     Now  guess — " 

"  Forty,"  said  Molly  promptly. 

"You're  mean,"  said  Abny,  actually  aggrieved; 
"  heavens,  I  was  sent  to  the  reformatory  at  fourteen 
—  as  a  desperate  character.  I'm  thirty-five.  Not  so 
bad?  It's  the  wandering  and  the  climate  and  the  food 
and  a  lot  of  tough  stuff  that  has  put  in  the  grizzle." 

"  What  a  wonderful  story,"  Molly  said ;  she  was  so 
genuinely  naive  that  she  was  charming. 

"  Now  that  I  can  rest  on  my  oars,  I  find  all  the 
desire  for  so-called  love  and  having  a  home  are  gone. 
You  can't  have  your  cake  and  eat  it,  too.  So  I'm 
going  to  go  on  being  a  business  shark.  And  that's 
about  enough  concerning  myself." 

"All  that  you've  told  is  Shag  I*  said  Molly  shyly; 
**  you've  never  given  Baba  a  chance." 

"  If  I'd  have  given  Baba  a  chance,  I'd  have  been 
hung  long  ago,"  Almy  chuckled;  "when  a  man's  six 
feet  one  and  weighs  nearly  three  hundred  pounds. 
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every  one  looks  upon  him  as  their  natural  enemy  — 
except  fluffy  blondes  waiting  to  be  carried  over  swol- 
len creeks  1  *  Oh,  he's  a  big  guy ;  he  can  stand  any- 
thing,' they  say.  *  Look  at  him,  the  husky  villain,  just 
punch  him  twice  for  me,  will  you,  Steve  ? '  They  never 
credit  you  with  possessing  a  single  sentimental  thought 
or  a  lonesome  moment.  Your  size  is  supposed  to  en- 
gulf everything  except  your  original  sin  I  Perhaps  that 
is  right.     I've  never  had  time  really  to  find  out." 

Molly  laughed.  "  You're  just  an  abused  boy  at 
heart,"  she  told  him;  **you  really  want  to  have  some 
one  pet  you  and  make  a  fuss  —  some  one  who  does 
not  want  your  dollars." 

Almy  was  silent.  *' There  is  no  one  who  can  do 
that  —  except  a  man's  mother,"  he  said  presently. 
"  Mine  was  worked  to  death  on  a  farm.  Boy  that  I 
was,  I  can  remember  every  bit  of  it.  In  the  fields 
when  a  hand  was  sick,  up  at  four  —  the  washing,  the 
baking,  the  candlestick  making  —  the  child  bearing  and 
rearing,  the  lack  of  medical  attention  or  proper  cloth- 
ing or  nourishing,  delicate  food,  the  lack  of  love  and 
decency  itself  1  I  was  her  only  child  by  the  first  hus- 
band. He  had  been  a  farmer,  too.  I  was  big  for  my 
age  and  spirited.  ...  I  wouldn't  cry  when  my  step- 
father beat  me.  .  .  .  She  did.  Finally,  I  used  to  cry 
because  then  he  would  be  satisfied.  She  grew  smaller 
and  paler  and  finally  she  couldn't  get  up  one  morning 
—  not  even  when  he  shook  her.  He  kicked  her  to 
satisfiy  himself  she  wasn't  *  pretending '  and,  then  he 
sent  to  town  for  some  patent  bitters.  .  .  .  God,  I  sat 
upstairs  in  the  attic  room  and  I  promised  myself  that 
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when  I  was  a  man  —  I  knew  she  was  going  to  die  — 
that  I'd  come  back  and  kill  him  —  slowly  I'd  torture 
him  by  inches  to  make  him  pay !  She  just  lay  moan« 
ing  and  asking  for  water,  like  I've  seen  men  in  the 
swamps  lie  like  flies  in  after  years.  We  brats  gave  it 
to  her  as  best  we  could.  At  the  end  of  a  week  she 
was  dead,  smiling  and  white  and  shiny  looking.  It 
was  late  fall  and  I  remember  I  thought  her  face  was 
like  the  first  snow  which  began  falling.  I  wondered 
if  the  minister  would  want  to  have  something  like  that 
written  on  the  marking  board.  Isn't  it  funny  the  queer 
thoughts  an  apparently  stolid  lad  can  have? 

'*  The  funeral  wasn't  a  gorgeous  affair ;  a  horse  was 
sick  and  my  step-father's  mind  was  on  that.  They 
buried  her,  as  best  they  could,  in  the  half-frozen 
ground,  up  on  a  steep  hill  where  tangled  blackberry 
bushes  and  old-fashioned  roses  overran  the  place  in 
summer.  Mrs.  Kail,  that's  all  a  country  woman's  life 
is  —  work  and  worry  and  childbirth  —  and  a  tiny  place 
up  high  on  some  God-forsaken  slope  where  the  blue 
myrtle  and  ground  ivy  weave  a  shroud  for  her!  A 
crazy  board  marker  and  the  rain  to  shed  the  only 
tears.  That's  all.  And  women  accept  it  and  no  one 
cares.  .  .  . 

"  Well,  I  was  bound  out  and  so  on.  I  never  went 
back  to  kill  him.  What  was  the  use?  He  died  in 
delirium  tremens  a  few  years  ago,  I  heard.  I  don't 
want  to  go  back.  Seems  to  me  I'd  seen  that  mother  of 
mine  with  her  pale,  shiny  face  dressed  in  a  rag  of  a 
gown  lying  on  a  wretched  bed  and  moaning,  *  Sonny,' 
—  she  called  me  that  — *  water  —  sonny,  don't  let  the 
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baby  cry  —  Oh,  Sonny,  it  hurts  so  in  my  head  I  * 
You  know,  when  a  man  has  to  remember  that  of  his 
mother  and  remember  it  all  the  days  of  his  life,  when 
every  dollar  he  has  can^t  bring  her  back  from  the  black- 
berry patch  on  the  hill,  defeating  the  board  marker, 
when  he  can't  dress  her  in  silk  and  let  her  ride  or  give 
her  the  things  that  her  gentle  soul  has  earned  a  million 
times  —  when  he  can't  do  that,  Mrs.  Kail  — ^  ther-e's 
mighty  damned  little  money  can  do  1  " 

Molly  was  still.  Almy  came  over  to  her,  putting  his 
hand  on  her  shaking  shoulder. 

"  I've  been  a  beast  to  bother  you  with  this,"  he 
said,  hating  himself  for  having  done  so,  ^^when  you 
have  your  own  hands  and  heart  full  1  Upon  my  word, 
I  don't  know  why  I  did.  Except  that  everything  here 
speaks  of  sincerity  and  home  and  it  has  influenced  me 
to  speak  likewise.  Because  I  know  you  understand 
—  and  you've  eyes  like  hers  were  before  they  faded. 
And  because  I  was  thinking  of  her  to-day  when  we  rode 
past  farms.  I  saw  just  such  crazy  houses,  just  such 
tired  figures  of  women  on  the  doorsteps  and  in  the 
fields  1  Forgive  me,  won't  you?  .  .  .  Perhaps  your 
husband  is  awake," — he  took  his  hand  away. 

"  I'm  glad  you  talked  so,"  she  answered,  "  it  does 
one  good,  I  know.  If  anything  tangly  came  into  my 
life,  I  would  have  to  talk  to  some  one.  It  would  be 
Darly.  And  if  I  can  be  a  halfway  Darly  to  you,  I  am 
glad." 

"  Darly?  "  he  asked,  the  smooth  brow  lifting  gently. 

Molly  hesitated.     "We've  come  to  know  such  a 
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lot  about  each  other,  haven't  we?''  she  said,  '^  and 
Paul  is  having  a  wonderful  rest." 

'^  That  means  he'll  be  awake  to-night ;  you'll  be  worn 
out" 

"  Why,  how  did  you  know?  " 

''I've  nursed  a  lot  of  stray  comrades  during  my 
battles.  When  they  dozed  during  the  day,  I  groaned  I 
For  I  knew  they  would  lie  awake  half  the  night  and 
demand  conversation." 

Molly  glanced  at  the  clock.  ''  But  I  never  feel  like 
waking  him  —  only  — "  she  paused  — ?"  there  are  one 
or  two^things  I  really  must  do  — " 

"  Hurry  right  along  —  I'll  stay  here  or  may  I  come 
into  your  kitchen?  I  haven't  been  in  a  kitchen  for  a 
long  time." 

"You  may  come  into  mine,  if  you  like.  I'll  tell 
you  about  Darly." 

Almy  followed  her  small  self,  establishing  himself 
informally  on  the  settle  beside  the  stove.  Molly 
bustl^  here  and  there,  trying  to  keep  herself  poised. 
It  was  rather  bewildering  —  Lars  Almy  sitting  in  the 
kitchen  while  she  flew  about  getting  the  necessary  chores 
accomplished  and  both  waited  for  Paul  to  waken ;  Lars 
Almy  telling  her  jagged,  weird  portions  of  his  life  and 
adventures  and  she  telling  Lars  about  Darly  and  Jack 
and  mentioning  Stephanie  and  Nate,  describing  Darly's 
house  and  Basswood,  and  then  about  her  own  father 
and  the  plans  for  next  year's  garden.  She  hardly  real- 
ized as  she  did  so  that  she  was  talking  to  a  compara- 
tive stranger. 
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Then  a  bell  rang  faintly. 

"  Good,  that's  Paul  —  I'll  run  up  and  tell  him  you 
are  here." 

A  few  moments  later,  Almy  was  being  shown  into 
the  dainty  pink  room  with  the  bed  pushed  between  the 
windows.  He  started  at  the  change  in  Paul.  A 
sharply  thin,  girlish  face  with  fair  hair  and  trusting 
hazel  eyes  looked  at  him,  and  a  hand  so  frail  and  white 
that  Almy  held  it  as  gently  as  if  it  were  a  child's, 
while  Paul  said  slowly : 

"  It  is  mighty  fine  of  you  to  come  —  you  see,  for 
yourself,  just  how  things  are  with  me  1  " 

Almy,  sitting  down  beside  him,  ignored  the  facts 
tactfully  and  plunged  into  a  discussion  of  the  plans. 
Then  he  wrote  a  check  and  pushed  back  his  chair  with 
an  awkward  noise. 

"  I've  tired  you  out,  so  I'll  run  downstairs  and  skip 
along.  You've  got  about  the  best  wife  in  two  worlds, 
Kail.  I  shouldn't  mind  being  deaf  and  dumb  as  long 
as  I  was  left  my  eyes  to  look  at  her  1  " 

Paul  beamed.  "  She's  all  that  keeps  me  going, 
Almy,"  he  said  truthfully.  "  I'll  get  to  work  as  fast 
as  I  can ;  it  won't  take  long,  and  Molly  will  bring  them 
to  you." 

"That's  the  idea  —  now  buck  up,  old  man;  there's 
just  as  many  sunrises  ahead  for  you  as  for  any  one 
else." 

And  he  left  the  room  in  a  hurry. 

Going  downstairs  timidly,  he  met  Molly,  who  had 
heard  him  coming.  "Is  it  all  settled?"  she  asked; 
"  please  have  a  cup  of  tea." 
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''  Thanks.  I  see  you  understand  the  heart  of  man. 
You  say,  '  Have  a  cup  of  tea  '  and  you  have  a  nice  pot 
of  steaming  black  coffee  with  unlimited  sugar  lumps. 
I  always  take  four  anyhow/'  and  he  settled  himself  in 
a  chair  to  do  justice  to  Molly's  tray. 

"  Yes,  it's  all  settled,  every  bit  of  it,"  he  added. 
"  There's  not  going  to  be  any  new  factories  built  — 
understand  ?  You're  to  bring  me  the  revised  plans  for 
the  boarding  houses  as  soon  as  you  can.  I  truly  want 
to  start  them." 

"  I  will  —  I  — "  The  bell  rang  just  then  and  Darly 
was  at  the  door. 

Molly  ushered  her  in  proudly.  She  had  been  hop- 
ing they  would  meet.  Darly  was  very  lovely  that  af- 
ternoon in  a  frock  of  soft  green  silk  with  her  inimitable 
leghorn  shade  hat  loaded  with  roses.  And  Molly  was 
secretly  amused  at  the  way  in  which  Almy  paid  court 
to  her,  as  if  she  were  some  reigning  royalty,  bowing 
her  in  and  out  of  her  chair  and  listening  to  her  grace- 
ful remarks  as  eagerly  as  if  some  soothsayer  were 
guiding  his  destiny. 

Darly  went  up  to  see  Paul  for  a  few  moments  and 
then  came  back.  "  I  am  going,  Molly,  if  there's  noth- 
ing you  wish  me  to  do." 

"  Let  me  take  you  home,"  Almy  begged.  "  I  see 
that  lazy  rascal  has  come  back  and  is  napping  in  the 
car." 

"  Thank  you  —  it  would  be  very  good  of  you  — " 

"You  come,  too,  Mrs.  Kail,"  he  urged;  "the  air 
will  do  you  a  world  of  good.  I'll  bring  you  back  and 
then  I'll  By  on." 
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'*  But  I  can't  leave  Paul,  you  see ;  he  might  want 
something." 

^*  Oh/'  said  Ahny  like  a  disappointed  child. 

Darly  smiled.  "  Perhaps  you  would  take  Mrs. 
Kail  for  an  airing  and  I  would  wait  here  —  I  can  go 
home  alone  very  nicely.  It  would  do  Molly  good; 
she's  been  quite  shut-in." 

**  Fine,  but  I'll  have  time  to  take  you,  too." 

Darly  looked  at  Molly. 

"  Shall  I,  Darly?  "  asked  Molly  appealingly. 

"  Of  course,  Paul  would  want  you  to  —  run  and 
get  your  hat.     I'll  keep  house  for  a  half  hour." 

Molly  danced  out  to  the  machine.  She  was  un- 
aware that  she  was  a  picture  herself  in  her  soft  blue 
mull  with  a  bit  of  an  old  rose  hat.  Darly  knew  it. 
So  did  Lars  Almy.  So  did  Paul,  peeping  wistfully 
from  the  upper  window. 

And  then  they  shot  ahead  in  the  white  car,  fairly 
trembling  with  its  own  power,  while  Molly  leaned  back 
to  sigh  for  pure  joy.  After  all,  it  was  good  to  dash 
about  and  have  some  one  strong  and  capable  close  be- 
side you  with  just  the  half  suggestion  of  a  hand  on 
your  arm  in  case  of  bad  jolts;  some  one  telling  you 
endless  things  about  the  world  outside  of  your  own 
narrow  doorstep. 

"  This  will  brush  off  cobwebs,"  Almy  said,  smiling. 

And  she  told  herself  in  all  sincerity  that  this  was 
exactly  what  it  would  do.  They  passed  Stephanie  as 
they  rounded  a  corner,  Molly  waving  at  her  recklessly. 
Then  they  stopped  to  buy  some  roses;  Almy  said  he 
must  send  them  back  to  Paul.     And  they  came  back  in- 
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side  of  an  hour  and  Darly  was  shown  into  the  machine, 
while  Ahny  turned  to  wave  his  hat  until  the  last  speck 
of  the  small  blue  figure  was  invisible. 

'^  Mrs.  Kail  is  a  splendid  little  girl/'  he  remarked  to 
Darly. 

''  Yes.     She  has  her  hardest  living  ahead  of  her." 

Almy  looked  surprised.     "  You  see  that,  too?  " 

Darly  nodded. 

"  It  is  too  bad  that  the  accident  was  not  more  — 
more  definite,"  he  said. 

"  Perhaps  and  perhaps  not.  I  think  Molly  can 
learn  much  from  what  is  to  come." 

"  Yes,  but  at  what  a  cost  — :-  of  her  youth  1  " 

Darly  smiled.  ^^  Youth  is  often  a  bad  malady. 
Sometimes  we  never  recover  from  it." 

The  machine  slowed  down  and  followed  her  direct 
tion  up  the  hill. 

"  Thank  you,  Mr.  Almy,  this«was  most  kind.  Come 
to  see  me  sometime  —  if  you  are  ever  here  again  on 
business." 

''  I  shall  be  pleased  to  do  so,"  he  assured  her,  the 
shaggy  eyebrow  lifting,  ''  for  I  expect  that  I  shall  be. 
Good-bye." 


CHAPTER  XXIV 

IT  began  to  rain  the  next  morning,  a  cold  mist 
almost  like  late  autumn.  With  every  light  burn- 
ing, the  bungalow  seemed  dark  and  dreary;  a 
cramped,  toy  thing  with  deadly  monotony  for  the 
permanent  atmosphere.  Molly  did  her  work  with 
leaden  fingers,  even  with  the  knowledge  that  Paul's 
check  enabled  them  to  have  help. 

Just  now  she  did  not  want  help  —  help  would  want 
to  keep  talking.  She  wanted  to  be  alone  and  think. 
The  brilliancy  and  bravery  she  had  managed  to  create 
had  vanished.  Since  the  white  touring  car  sped  out  of 
sight,  things  were  at  a  standstill.  As  long  as  Almy 
had  been  there,  Molly  felt  electrified,  inspired,  happy. 
Something  about  him  gave  her  strength,  even  pleasure. 
But  this  morning  it  was  as  if  a  Christmas  tree  with 
all  its  candles  had  been  extinguished  and  laid  in  a 
backyard  while  the  grayness  of  January  thaws  com- 
menced promptly. 

Paul  was  blissfully  happy.  He  had  talked  half  the 
night,  as  Almy  prophesied,  about  the  check  and  the 
things  it  should  buy  and  how  soon  he  would  be  able 
to  fix  the  plans  and  how  easy  life  must  be  made  for 
Molly.  Molly  had  listened,  sharing  his  enthusiasm. 
Then  she  snatched  a  little  sleep  and  had  risen  early, 
to  see  the  gray,  driving  rain  and  fog  and  mist  settle 

about  the  windows,  symbolic  of  the  way  she  felt  re- 
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garding  her  future.  It  is  strange  what  a  difference 
a  few  hours  can  make  in  one's  view-point.  Molly  was 
stunned  mentally.  She  found  herself  reviewing  Almy's 
rough,  odd  life  more  often  than  she  did  the  realities 
of  her  own  and  Paul's  future.  She  knew  it  was  day- 
dreaming and  wrong,  but  she  indulged  herself  in  it 
until  she  was  interrupted  by  Stephanie. 

"  What  brings  you  out  in  the  driving  rain?  "  asked 
Molly,  knowing  perfectly  well  what  did. 

*'  I  had  to  pay  some  bills  and  I  thought  I'd  stop  in 
to  find  out  how  Paul  was.  Does  the  rain  depress 
him  ?  "  Stephanie  was  staring  at  the  vase  of  roses 
which  Molly  had  not  taken  back  into  the  bedroom  for 
the  day. 

"  No,  he's  quite  happy  this  morning.  Want  to  see 
him?" 

"  Oh,  don't  let's  disturb  him.  I  wanted  to  see  you- 
Well,  Molly,  you  looked  like  a  princess  whirling  about 
in  that  wonderful  white  motor.  My  dear,  it  was  the 
loveliest  car  I've  ever  seen  —  and  a  colored  chauffeur 
and  such  a  hero  of  a  man.  You  flirt  I  Now  ex- 
plain." 

"That  was  Mr.  Almy  of  New  York;  he  came  to 
see  Paul  on  business.  He  is  doing  some  work  for 
him.  I  took  a  ride  because  I  was  rather  tired  and  it 
did  freshen  me  wonderfully.  Then  he  took  Darly 
home." 

"Was  she  here?"  demanded  Stephanie  shrilly. 

"  Yes,  she  stayed  with  Paul  so  I  could  go." 

"Ohl  Well,  how  much  money  is  Mr.  Almy 
worth  ?  " 
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"  I  don't  really  know,  Stephanie." 

"  Well,  about  how  much?  " 

"  Oh,  a  million  anyway." 

Stephanie  gasped.     ^'  Is  he  married?" 

"  No." 

"He's  wonderfully  good  looking — and  such  a  car. 
Did  you  examine  it,  Molly?  I'd  like  to  know  about 
the  trappings." 

"  No,  I  didn't.  There  was  a  refrigerator  with 
food  and  all  kinds  of  lovely  cushions  and  clocks  and 
thermometers  and  dear  knows  what  —  but  I  didn't  pay 
much  attention." 

"Well,  why  didn't  you  bring  him  up  to  sec  me? 
I'd  have  adored  helping  you  entertain  him.  Molly 
dear,  he  could  have  stayed  at  our  house  for  dinner 
just  as  well  as  not." 

"  He  didn't  stay  any  place  for  dinner.  I  gave  him 
some  coffee  —  he  was  on  his  way  to  meet  friends  and 
go  fishing." 

"  But  it  would  have  been  nice  to  have  brought  him 
to  call  and  made  him  feel  welcome." 

"Why,  Stephanie,  he  came  purely  on  business." 

"  I  know.  But  it's  lovely  to  entertain  besides. 
Now,  Molly,  I  know  you  have  a  great  deal  to  do  and 
you're  such  a  conscientious  little  girl  that  you  attempt 
more  than  you  ought.  If  you  ever  again  have  any 
one  that  you  want  entertained  or  —  to  go  driving  with 
— ^  or  —  anything  —  don't  fail  to  call  on  me.  I'd  be 
only  too  glad  —  and  Jack  would  want  me  to." 

Molly  smiled.  "I'll  remember,  but  he  won't  be 
coming  again.     I  shall  take  the  plans  to  him." 
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"  Oh."  Stephanie  looked  at  the  roses.  "  Are 
these  from  Mother  Heath?  " 

"  No.     Mr.  Almy  sent  them  to  Paul." 

Stephanie  laughed.  ^'  Having  husband  smashed  up 
isn't  so  awful,  is  it,  Molly?  That's  a  joke,  you  know," 
she  added  quickly  as  she  saw  Molly's  expression. 
"  But  please  don't  forget,  my  dear  —  I  want  to  be 
useful.  You  know  we  are  going  to  move  into  the 
larger  apartment  next  week  and  I'm  rushed  to  death 
getting  new  things.  You  must  surely  come  up  as  soon 
as  I'm  settled." 

"  Oh,  are  you?  Darly  said  Jack  had  decided  to 
stay  where  he  was." 

"  Well,  *  Darly  *  is  only  Jack's  mother.  I  am  his 
wife."  Stephanie,  no  matter  how  apparently  confi- 
dential she  became  on  any  of  her  affairs,  never  for 
an  instant  admitted  her  defeat  or  any  marital  discords. 

"  That  will  be  nice.     You'll  have  more  room." 

"  Oh,  it'll  do.  But  I'm  still  hoping  Jack  will  wake 
up  and  get  to  New  York.  Molly,  do  you  suppose  this 
Mr.  Almy  would  help  him?" 

*'  I  wouldn't  ask  just  now,  he  has  done  so  much  for 
us.     If  Jack  wanted  to  ask  on  his  own  initiative — " 

"Oh  —  well,  maybe  it  would  be  better  not.  I 
wouldn't  want  to  hurt  your  prospects,  you  know.  I'm 
going  along  now  —  beast  of  a  day,  isn't  it?  Good- 
bye." 

And  Stephanie  vanished,  tripping  down  the  steps 
daintily  in  her  checked  raincoat  and  water  proof  hat 
and  waving  her  hand  to  Paul.  Molly  gave  a  bitter 
little  laugh. 
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Then  she  looked  at  the  roses.  They  were  deep, 
vivid  red  roses  of  an  expensive  variety.  There  must 
have  been  several  dozen.  Ahny  had  laughed  when 
he  presented  them,  suggesting  an  umbrella  stand  for 
a  vase.  It  was  typical  of  the  way  he  did  things,  or 
not  at  alL  He  could  haggle  over  a  penny  with  an 
enemy  or  spend  hundreds  on  a  friend  he  loved. 

Paul's  bell  rang.  Molly  went  slowly  up  the  stairs. 
Usually  she  ran  to  answer  it.  For  some  reason  it 
seemed  as  if  time  fairly  flew  yesterday  and  fairly 
crawled  to-day. 

"Yes,  dear?"  she  asked. 

"  Molly,  isn't  he  a  prince  —  I  can't  believe  it  yet. 
See  here,  Molly-Bunch,  I've  practically  thought  out 
every  detail  —  I  wonder  if  it  would  be  asking  too  much 
of  you  to  go  as  soon  as  he  gets  back  from  the  fishing 
trip.  That  would  be  next  Friday.  I  want  to  get  it 
settled." 

Molly's  face  brightened.  "  Of  course  I'll  go  then. 
I'll  drop  a  note  now  and  tell  him  I'll  come.  He'll 
get  it  as  soon  as  he  comes  back." 

She  ran  down  to  her  desk  and  wrote  a  stiff  little 
letter,  properly  sealing  it  with  a  monogram  in  dark 
blue.  Then  she  telephoned  Darly  and  told  her  what 
Paul  had  asked  and  made  arrangements  for  Nate  to 
come  and  stay  with  him. 

Then  she  smelled  the  roses.  And  she  set  to  work 
putting  fresh  lace  in  her  best  silk  blouse,  although  the 
trip  was  nine  days  away.  She  must  look  as  well  as 
she  could.     It  was  only  right  —  to  Paul  I 

Four  days  later  a  handsome  hamper  of  fish  came 
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from  Almy.  "  To  be  divided  with  Darly,"  the  card 
read. 

Again  the  little  bungalow  seemed  magically  bright- 
ened. 

On  Monday,  Almy  telegraphed  her  that  he  had  re- 
ceived her  letter  and  would  expect  her.  She  showed 
the  wire  to  Paul  and  it  pleased  him. 

It  was  slowly  becoming  real  to  Paul  that  he  was 
not  useless,  that  his  work  might  still  prevail.  He  knew 
so  well  Almy's  cruel  bluntness  that  he  knew  he  must 
have  pleased  him  to  bring  about  such  active  overtures. 
And  he  was  impatient  because  Molly  did  not  try  to 
go  the  next  afternoon  instead  of  waiting  until  Friday. 


CHAPTER  XXV 

ALMY  was  very  busy  when  Molly  reached  the 
office,  going  there  directly  from  the  train. 
There  were  several  people  waiting  to  see  him 
and  the  girl  toyed  with  her  card  for  some  time  before 
she  took  it  in. 

In  a  moment  she  was  back  and  Molly  was  admitted. 

Almy  was  standing  by  the  doorway  eagerly. 

"  Well,  this  is  good  to  see  you,"  he  said  cordially. 
''  I  was  afraid  that  husband  of  yours  wouldn't  let  you 
come,  after  all.  I  had  my  machine  all  ready  to  make 
the  trip  myself  if  you  hadn't  shown  up  by  noon.  How 
does  everything  go  ?  "  He  bent  down  to  look  at  her 
closely. 

Molly  knew  she  was  blushing.  She  did  not  know 
how  pretty  she  was.  But  Almy,  with  his  practised, 
cynical  eye,  was  delighting  liimself  with  the  freshness 
of  her  face  and  the  quaint  modesty  of  the  gray  corduroy 
traveling  suit  with  its  shirred  hat  to  match.  It  was 
cold,  for  September,  and  Molly  had  twisted  her  black 
fur  piece  around  her  neck  carelessly.  It  brought  out 
the  pink  tints  in  her  face  and  gave  the  purple  eyes  a 
becoming,  darkish  cast. 

"  I'm  very  well;  Paul  has  been  so  much  better  since 

you  came.     The  fish  was  delicious.     We  feasted  on 

it.     Did  you  really  catch  it  all?     It  seemed  impos- 
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sible-  I  didn't  know  you  were  a  king  sportsman  be- 
sides. But  you  are  terribly  busy  to-day,  aren't  you? 
While  I  was  waiting  — " 

"  Waiting? "  Almy's  face  assumed  an  angry  ex- 
pression.    "  Who  the  deuce  kept  you  waiting?  " 

"  I  was  just  taking  my  turn ;  there  were  so  many 
ahead  of  me." 

"I'll  tell  that  girl  when  to — "  Almy  started  to 
the  door  but  Molly  put  her  hand  on  his  arm. 

"  You  mustn't.  She  did  what  she  thought  was 
right  —  why,  I  never  would  have  mentioned  it  if  I 
thought  it  would  matter.  It  just  occurred  to  me  how 
busy  you  were  and  I  felt  like  an  insignificant  little  flea 
hopping  about," — Molly  laughed  at  her  own  simile. 
"  And  of  all  the  time  you  spent  in  my  kitchen  watching 
me  make  tapioca  custard  1 "  She  bowed  low.  "  We 
were  honored."  Then  she  laid  the  portfolio  of  plans 
on  his  desk. 

"  What  do  you  think  you're  going  to  do?  "  Almy 
asked.     "  Run  away  just  because  you've  said  hullo?  " 

"  You're  so  busy,"  Molly  protested.  She  was  con- 
scious that  she  did  not  want  to  run  away  at  all.  Every- 
thing about  the  handsome,  private  office  delighted  her. 
Everything  about  Almy's  big,  strong  self  brought  back 
the  same  super-happiness.  Paul  and  the  bungalow 
and  even  Darly  seemed  to  fade  in  her  mind.  Almy 
crowded  them  aside,  just  as  he  had  the  faculty  of 
crowding  every  one  away  when  he  was  bent  on  be- 
coming the  central  figure. 

"  You  are  going  to  sit  down  and  chat  with  me  for 
a  while.     Then  you  can  go  into  an  unused  office  to 
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rest  —  or  shop,  if  you  like  —  but  you  must  come  back 
and  rU  have  looked  this  stuff  over,  seen  some  duffers 
who  won't  be  put  off,  and  then  we'll  go  to  lunch.  What 
do  you  say  to  the  Casino  Pass  in  Central  Park?  It 
is  nice  and  quiet  there  —  or  would  you  rather  do  a 
hotel?  I'll  drive  you  about  for  the  afternoon  and 
we'll  — " 

"  Please,  I  mustn't." 

Almy's  shaggy  eyebrow  lifted  threateningly.  "  You 
mustn't?  Now,  just  why,  Mrs.  Molly?  Then  I 
shouldn't  have  come  into  your  kitchen  or  taken  you 
riding  or  have  seen  your  Darly  home  I  What  do  you 
suppose  I  would  have  done  if  it  had  been  your  husband 
who  had  come  here?    Dismissed  him  curtly?" 

"  Yes,"  said  Molly  wisely. 

Almy  laughed.  "That's  right.  But  I  don't  pro- 
pose to  do  it  to  you.  As  your  patron  saint  Darly 
said,  '  It  will  do  her  good.'  Besides,  I  seriously  want 
to  talk  to  you  about  these  plans.  There's  a  raft  of 
detail  you  must  jot  down." 

Molly  hesitated. 

"  I'll  give  you  five  minutes  to  decide," —  Almy  drew 
out  his  watch  — "  and  for  every  minute  after  that  you 
will  have  to  pay  a  forfeit  by  staying  over  another  train. 
Mrs.  Kail,  I've  looked  forward  to  a  holiday  ever  since 
I  knew  you  were  coming.  There  isn't  the  slightest 
harm  in  the  world."    He  was  even  impatient. 

Molly  laughed.  "  I'll  go,"  she  said,  thinking  what 
an  interesting  story  she  would  have  to  tell  Paul. 

"Finel     Do  you  want  to  shop  this  morning?" 
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"  I  did  want  to  get  one  or  two  things  —  I'll  come 
back  — " 

Almy  rang  his  bell.  A  boy  appeared  from  another 
doorway.     "  Is  my  car  ready?  "  he  asked. 

"  Yes,  sir." 

**  Mrs.  Kail  wants  to  shop ;  she'll  tell  the  man  where. 
Be  back  by  half-past  twelve,  if  you  can  make  it.  Send 
Jasper  up,  don't  bother  to  come  yourself.  I'll  come 
right  down  —  good  morning,"  and  he  dismissed  her 
before  she  realized  what  was  happening. 

She  went  down  in  the  elevator,  guided  by  the  boy, 
and  stepped  into  the  white  machine  as  if  she  were 
dreaming. 

**  To  —  to  Drake  and  Benson's,"  she  said  quickly, 
to  avoid  her  confusion. 

The  man  tipped  his  hat  respectfully  and  the  car  be-^ 
gan  to  find  its  pathway  through  the  crowded  streets. 
There  was  a  crisp  tinge  in  the  air.  It  mvigorated 
Molly  after  the  hot  sununer.  She  began  to  respond 
to  the  atmosphere  of  the  car.  It  was  delightful  to  be 
snuggled  in  soft  Roman  silk  blankets  and  have  people 
watch  you  enviously,  wondering  who  you  were;  to  step 
into  the  stores  and  step  back  into  the  car  and  be  whisked 
wherever  you  liked.  Molly  wished  Darly  were  with 
her.  She  thought,  vaguely,  that  the  woman  Lars  Almy 
married  would  be  very  fortunate.  And  at  the  same 
time  she  tried  to  imagine  just  the  type  which  would  ap- 
peal to  him.  She  decided  on  a  statuesque,  Grecian 
style  of  blonde,  cold  and  clever  and  showy. 

She  bought  recklessly  of  this  and  that,  piling  the 
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bundles  back  into  the  machine  and  keeping  her  eye  on 
the  leather-framed  clock. 

At  precisely  half-past  twelve,  the  car  drew  up  in 
front  of  the  office  building  and  Molly,  looking  at  her- 
self in  a  side  mirror,  straightened  her  hat  and  read- 
justed her  neck  piece. 

Almy  came  tripping  down,  as  happily  as  a  school- 
boy on  a  holiday. 

"  Hullo,  lady,  got  everything  matched  up  and  ex- 
changed and  all  the  bargains  fine-tooth  combed?''  he 
demanded,  stepping  in  and  throwing  on  his  loose  motor 
coat.     "  The  Casino,  Jasper  —  drive  fast." 

Molly  looked  up  shyly.  "  It  was  wonderful;  I  never 
shopped  like  this  before.  I  think  the  car  inspired  me 
to  buy  everything  I  did  not  need.  I  should  think  you 
would  live  in  this  machine;  wasn't  it  a  very  special 
affair?" 

"  To  order.  I  have  a  roadster  I  drive  myself,  not 
so  showy.  This  is  all  right  for  parties.  Sure  you 
aren't  tired  ?  "     Almy  looked  at  her  solicitously. 

"  No,  I'm  having  a  splendid  time.  But  I  feel  like 
a  truant  some  way.  I  —  you  see,  Mr.  Almy,  it's  so 
absolutely  different  from  anything  that  has  ever  hap- 
pened to  me  before.  I  never  had  adventures  as  a 
young  girl.  I  stayed  winters  at  a  boarding-school  and 
in  New  York  with  my  father's  cousins  and  summers  at 
Paul's  house,  Basswood,  with  his  aunt  to  look  after 
us.  We  grew  up  together.  There  was  never  any  one 
else  but  Paul  —  never.  When  I  married,  I  thought 
everything  in  the  world  had  stopped  progressing. 
Marriage  was  the  final  achievement.     And,  by  and 


PARADISE  AUCTION  269 

by,  I  began  to  plan  for  —  my  child.  I  thought  again 
that  nothing  could  exceed  or  disturb  or  be  of  greater 
importance.  Well,  both  my  marriage  and  my  child 
were  thwarted  from  no  fault  of  anything  we  can  under- 
stand. And  now  —  Vm  —  I'm  without  boundary 
lines.''     Molly  hardly  knew  what  she  was  saying. 

"  Are  you  ?  Then  don't  be  prudish  about  lunching 
with  me.  Whenever  you  come  to  New  York  —  or  ac- 
cepting my  small  favors,"  Almy  told  her  earnestly. 
"  I  like  you,  Mrs.  Kail.  I  don't  like  many  women. 
They  are  fun  to  play  with  but  that's  all.  I've  been  so 
busy  fighting  men  that  I  haven't  had  time  to  fight 
women,  which  is  what  marriage  usually  resolves  itself 
into.  Forgive  my  cynicism,  but  I  think  I  am  correct. 
And  I'm  lonesome.  I  have  no  close  friends.  Just  as 
you  admit  your  life  has  been  thwarted,  so  has  mine 
been  neglected.  Now  I  can't  see  the  harm  in  a  frank, 
honest  friendship  with  the  very  real  reason  of  your 
husband  being  in  my  employ  —  can  you?"  Almy's 
dark,  rough  face  was  near  hers. 

"  No,"  said  Molly,  "  as  long  as  my  husband  has  no 
objection  1  " 

"  Oh,  of  course," —  the  shaggy  eyebrow  was  on 
high — "  you  know  you  have  a  good  many  years  to  live 
and  you  are  a  young  and  charming  woman.  There 
are  bound  to  be  times  when  the  chains  bind.  It  is  only 
fair  to  yourself  to  have  proper  recreation  —  hullo, 
here  we  are."  He  jumped  down  and  almost  lifted 
Molly  out  on  the  stone  steps. 

They  ordered  their  lunch  and  then  went  in  beside 
the  open  fire  to  talk  until  it  was  ready.     Hardly  any 
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one  else  was  there  and  the  waiter  kept  discreetly  in  the 
background. 

"Isn't  this  jolly?"  asked  Molly,  as  Almy  helped 
her  slip  off  her  wraps.  "  The  oddest  spot  in  the  world. 
I  never  knew  of  it." 

"  I  like  it.  Now  let's  begin  where  we  left  off  — 
I've  thought  about  it  more  than  anything  else  —  since 
I  saw  you." 

Molly  looked  surprised.  "Where  we  left  off?" 
she  repeated. 

"  Yes,  when  your  husband  wakened.  You  were 
telling  me  about  yourself  and  some  one  called  Steph- 
anie and  about  Darly's  days  on  the  stage.  It  was  so 
real  and  simple.  I've  day-dreamed  about  it  ever  since 
—  please  tell  me,  Mrs.  Molly." 

The  firelight  and  the  blushes  became  one  on  Molly's 
cheeks.  "  I'd  rather  you  would  talk,"  she  answered, 
"  because  I've  —  I've  thought  about  you  so  much." 

Almy  laughed.  "That's  good!  Have  you? 
What  have  you  thought?  That  I  was  a  rough,  gruff 
person  with  too  much  money  for  my  own  good?  " 

"  No.     That  you  were  unusual  and  you  were  —  you 


were  — " 


"  Finish.  The  worst  you  could  say  would  be  good." 
"  That  you  were  different  from  any  one  I  had  ever 
known.  I  think  you  made  me  realize  there  was  a 
world  beyond  Lancaster,  that  Paul  and  Jack  were  not 
the  only  men  in  the  world,  and  there  were  new  —  emo- 
tions, other  than  I  had  ever  experienced,"  Molly  told 
him  with  painful  honesty. 

Almy  did  not  laugh.     He  sat  looking  into  the  fire, 
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tapping  the  chair  arm  with  his  long,  knotted  fingers  — 
fingers  which  betrayed  the  real  index  to  his  character 
and  which  were  at  variance  with  his  face.  One  might 
have  fancied  him  to  have  fat,  square  hands  and  fingers. 
But  there  was  a  smooth  fineness  of  texture  and  a  phil- 
osophical, honest  formation  which  belied  "  Shag." 

"  Do  you  know,  Mrs.  Kail,  you  have  made  a  great 
and  dangerous  discovery  for  yourself?  " 

"Have  I?" 

He  nodded.  "  Perhaps  not  altogether  a  happy  one, 
but  one  which  you  must  reckon  with  the  rest  of  your 
days.  Because  you  are  fundamentally  honest  to  have 
realized  this  early  in  the  game  —  therefore  you  can 
never  deceive  yourself  concerning  it.  I  wonder  how 
it  will  work  out  — " 

"  What  do  you  mean  ?  " 

"  I  wonder  if  during  the  rest  of  your  husband's  life 
you  will  never  feel  you  are  unequal  to  the  drudgery  — 
the  —  pretense  1  " 

Molly  turned  on  him  like  a  small,  vivid  flame,  lash- 
ing her  anger  about  his  words.  "  That  is  not  true  1 
I  said  I  realized  there  were  other  emotions,  other  ex- 
periences, but  I  did  not  realize  that  I  needed  them  or 
that  I  had  any  intention  of  taking  them  unto  myself  t 
Mr.  Almy,  you  are  one  of  the  self-made  men  whose 
egotism  spoils  you,"  she  said  sharply,  her  face  crimson. 
**  You  think  that  every  one  in  the  world  is  your  enemy 
until  you  have  proved  them  otherwise,  and  your  way 
of  proving  is  questionable !  You  were  very  good  to  my 
husband  and  to  myself;  perhaps  I  was  wrong  to  come 
to  you  in  the  first  place ;  but,  at  any  rate,  you  gave  Paul 
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a  new  grasp  on  life.  But  if  you  think  that  I,  in  taking 
your  food  and  riding  in  your  car,  am  hinting  that  my 
husband  has  become  irksome  to  me  —  you  arc  wrong. 
I  love  my  husband."     Molly's  lips  quivered. 

"  Luncheon,  sir,"  the  waiter  whispered. 

Stiffly,  with  an  injured  air,  Almy  gave  her  his  arm 
and  they  went  outside  to  the  glass-enclosed  dining-room 
to  their  table. 

"Did  you  wish  any  wine,  Mrs.  Kail?"  he  asked 
formally. 

"  No,  thank  you." 

"  Bring  me  a  dry  martini,"  he  added  in  a  thick,  care- 
less voice.     Then  he  gazed  gloomily  out  the  window. 

Molly  laughed. 

"  What's  the  joke  —  if  I'm  not  intruding,"  he  said 
in  the  same  absurd  voice. 

"You  are,"  she  smiled  at  him  prettily;  "do  you 
know  what  we  are  like?  Squabbling  youngsters.  I 
couldn't  help  but  think  so  when  we  came  out  to  the 
table.  Really,  there's  no  reason  why  you  should  be 
cross  with  me  or  why  I  should  have  insisted  on  read- 
ing you  a  lecture.  I  don't  just  know  how  it  started. 
Being  suspicious  is  dreadfully  hard  work.  Let's  don't. 
Truly,  Mr.  Almy,  I  like  you  ever  so  much  and  you've 
been  so  kind.  Let's  be  friends  and  forget  what  I  just 
said."     Molly  held  out  her  hand  cordially. 

Almy's  face  cleared  as  if  by  magic  and  he  grasped 
it  firmly.  "  You  bet,"  he  said  briefly.  "  Now  eat 
away  —  is  everything  all  right?" 

"  Wonderful.  Stephanie  would  be  mad  about  this 
place  — " 
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"  Stephanie  must  be  quite  a  lady  —  I  must  meet  her. 
By  the  way,  I'm  going  to  a  house  party  at  Christmas 
time  and  I  can  run  right  through  Lancaster.  Would 
your  husband  like  to  see  me?  " 

"Dol"  MoUy  had  dreaded  Christmas.  "I'm 
going  to  try  to  make  it  as  happy  as  last  year  but  it 
will  be  hard  work.  Oh,  Mr.  Almy,  what  about  the 
plans?" 

"  To  tell  the  truth,  I  haven't  had  a  minute  —  I'll  go 
over  them  to-morrow  and  write.  Could  you  come  up 
again?" 

**  Yes,"  said  Molly  softly. 

"  That  might  be  necessary  —  we'll  see.  Your  hus- 
band is  so  very  vague,  Mrs.  Kail,  that  — " 

"  I  was  afraid  so."  Molly  laid  down  her  knife  and 
fork.  "  Mr.  Almy,  please  be  frank  —  is  Paul's  work 
worth  while  or  are  you  just  being  wonderfully  kind  to 
us?" 

Almy  hesitated,  but  the  purple  eyes  looked  at  him 
without  flinching.  **  I  .am  trying  to  be  kind,"  he  said 
gently;  "  we  can  never  use  any  of  them." 

Molly  was  silent. 

"  You  wanted  me  to  be  kind,"  he  reminded.  "  I 
could  easily  have  told  you  so  the  day  you  came  —  do 
you  think  I  waited  all  those  weeks  without  a  word 
from  a  scrub  architect?  My  dear  Mrs.  Kail,  my  own 
man  had  the  plans  all  finished  ages  ago.  Business 
doesn't  conduct  itself  on  any  but  business  lines." 

"  I  know  —  it  was  my  own  woman's  idea  —  I'm 
thinking  —  wondering  — " 

"  Don't  spoil  your  luncheon  by  doing  anything  so 
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reckless,"  he  said  jovially.  "Look  here,  why 
shouldn't  I  be  kind  ?  I  want  to.  I  never  do  anything 
I  don't  want  to  do.  That's  the  truth.  I  like  —  both 
of  you.  And  for  the  sake  of  a  few  hundred  dollars, 
it  seems  a  rotten  trick  to  finish  a  chap  —  and  you  say 
it  would  finish  Paul." 

Molly  was  struggling  not  to  cry. 

"  Molly,"  said  Almy  forgetting  himself,  "  what  is  it 
—  what  is  itt  You  sha'n't  cry  like  that  —  I'm  a  fool, 
a  rough  idiot  to  make  you,  to  say  — " 

She  lifted  her  head.  **  No,  you're  not.  I'm  the 
fool.  It  is  I  who  haven't  been  honest.  Mr.  Almy, 
my  husband  has  changed  since  his  accident.  He  has 
lost  the  taut  grip  of  things,  the  keen  ambition.  Only 
to  be  expected!  His  sick  room  is  his  house,  his  bun- 
galow his  city,  his  little  lot  complete  his  world.  I  am 
his  demigod.  He  is  glad  because  I  am  glad,  don't 
you  see?  But  if  I  said  that  the  plans  and  work  didn't 
matter,  we  could  manage  somehow  —  Paul  would  be 
satisfied.  It  isn't  his  spine  alone  that  is  crippled,  it's 
his  ability  and  foresight  as  well.  To  win  a  game  of 
chess  gives  him  the  same  pride  that  to  win  a  contract 
once  would  have  done.  I've  seen  it  gradually  creep- 
ing over  him.  It  was  I  who  wanted  him  to  work,  to 
succeed.  Because  —  and  this  is  the  beastly,  selfish 
part," — her  white  teeth  clicked  together  angrily  — 
"  because  —  oh,  you  will  hate  me  for  telling — " 

"  Tell  me,"  said  Almy  quietly. 

**  Because  I  wanted  always  to  love  him,  and  to  love  a 
man  you  must  respect  and  admire  him.  I  wanted  him 
to  have  attained  something  worth  attaining,  to  do 
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something  above  the  dead  level  of  the  invalid.  It 
would  have  been  a  sop  to  my  vanity,  a  restrain  on  my 
own  selfish  impulses  .  .  .  If  —  our  boy  had  lived, 
that  would  have  satisfied  me.  But  everything  went  — 
and  I  was  trying  to  save  the  wreckage  —  to  pre- 
tend—" 

"  Molly,  you  can  pretend,  you  need  not  think  it  has 
all  gone.  I  tell  you  he  need  never  know.  No  one  but 
you  and  I  will  know." 

"Ah,  but  I  know.  /  know.  It's  just  been  char- 
ity. 

"You  told  me  to  charge  it  to  charity  —  didn't 
you?" 

"  Yes,  I  did  —  but  I  was  still  hoping.  I'm  all  tan- 
gled, I  can't  find  myself.  Maybe  I'm  wicked.  That's 
it.  I  am  wicked.  You  see,  lots  of  people  are  weak 
and  wicked,  but  the  circumstances  never  arise  that 
would  bring  it  to  the  front.  They  live  and  die  es- 
timable citizens  —  worthy  wives !  Whereas  if  the  test 
came,  they'd  fail.  A  test  has  come  to  me,  Mr.  Almy, 
and  I  don't  want  to  fail  —  but  I  am.  For  I'm  telling 
a  stranger,  a  man  whose  money  I've  let  my  husband 
take  and  give  nothing  in  return  — " 

"  You  can  never  tell  me  that  again,"  said  Almy, 
sweeping  her  fears  aside  by  the  very  force  of  his  per- 
sonality. "  Look  up  at  me  and  listen  while  I  talk. 
You  are  nqf  wicked.  You  are  very  good.  If  you 
were  wicked  you  would  never  have  even  tried  to  gather 
the  wreckage,  as  you  say.  You  would  have  let  your 
husband  go  with  the  driftwood  and  saved  yourself. 
As  for  myself,  most  of  my  so-called  charity  has  been 
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showy  stuff.  Done  for  a  purpose  and  without  a  single 
thought  of  the  desire  really  to  help.  I  admit  it. 
Twice  I  have  given  men  whom  the  world  condemned 
as  worthless  large  sums  of  money  and  let  them  go  and 
finish  themselves  up  gloriously.  Ethically  that  was  not 
sound,  was  it?  But  I  liked  them.  I  like  you,  too, 
Molly  Kail.  I  liked  you  from  the  first  moment  I 
really  saw  your  eyes  —  you  had  been  crying  and  the 
sun  was  shining  in  them.  Oh,  tommy  rot  on  this  time 
limit  necessary  for  saying  things  to  people.  You  can 
hate  and  love  all  in  a  day  —  if  you  let  yourself  be 
honest.  Do  you  suppose  for  one  minute  that  Fd  have 
come  to  Lancaster  just  to  see  Kail?  That  I'd  have 
spent  all  that  time  and  have  asked  you  here  now  —  if 
it  didn't  please  me  ?  You  know  better.  I'm  not  good 
enough  to  do  that.  Molly,  you've  tried  to  pretend  so 
hard  to  yourself  that  you've  pretended  about  every- 
thing. Stop  it.  Be  honest.  Look  at  things  as  they 
are  —  live  above  them.     Let  me  help  you  1  " 

"  When  you  talk  like  that  you  make  me  feel  right 
—  that  you  are  absolutely  right  and  I  must  do  what 
you  say.  But  then,  when  I  think,  I  think  feeble,  in- 
effectual  little  arguments  with  which  I  can't  combat 
you.  But  which,  feeble  as  they  are,  seem  to  me  to  be 
right.     Darly  could  express  them  — " 

'*  Darly  is  too  wise,"  remarked  Almy  grimly. 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  I  married  Paul  for  better 
or  for  worse.  I  must  never  swerve  in  my  acts  or  my 
thoughts.  If  his  work  is  no  longer  good,  you  must 
not  pretend  that  either  —  you  see  it  was  to  please  my- 
self, after  all  I     He  depends  on  me  for  my  inspira- 
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tion.  I  can  tell  him  that  the  time  has  come  for  him  to 
stop  working  and  rest  —  that  it  will  make  me  very 
happy  if  he  does.  He  will  be  content  and  glad.  It 
has  seemed  to  me  an  effort  for  him  to  work,  as  if  he 
only  did  it  to  please  me  — •  perhaps  I've  been  cruel,  as 
well." 

"  Do  you  think  that  I  am  going  to  stop  knowing  you 
—  and  Paul?"  asked  Almy.  "No.  We  are  just 
beginning  to  know  each  other.  We  have  just  begun  to 
understand !  " 

"  Don't  —  please  don't.  I've  got  to  go  back  to  a 
world  of  drudgery.  I  must  fight  clear  of  any  extra 
tangles.     Please  don't." 

*'  Do  you  like  me?  "  he  demanded. 

"  Yes.'' 

"  Then  we'll  never  stop  knowing  each  other,"  and 
his  shaggy  eyebrow  lifted  threateningly. 

The  waiter  changed  the  plates  and  Almy  began  tell- 
ing stories  of  this  and  that,  anecdotes  and  interesting 
theories  he  had  evolved.  Molly,  welcoming  the 
change,  responded  to  his  mood  and  for  a  long  time 
the  waiter  hovered  in  the  background  with  their 
check. 

Almy  was  disposed  to  scowl  at  him,  but  Molly,  look- 
ing at  her  watch,  gave  a  surprised  exclamation.  "  It 
is  a  quarter  to  four,"  she  said. 

Almy  jerked  out  his  pwn  to  compare.  "  We  ought 
to  pay  rent,"  he  admitted,  laying  an  extra  bill  on  the 
plate. 

They  found  Jasper  asleep  in  the  car  and  wakened 
him  with  humorous  apologies. 
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''You  must  go  back  to  the  office,"  said  Molly 
gravely. 

"  When  do  you  go  home?  " 

"The  eight  o'clock  train  will  be  best  —  that  will 
reach  Lancaster  about  one  and  I  can  take  a  taxi  from 
the  station.  I  promised  Paul  Fd  be  back  then  —  he 
sleeps  so  restlessly  that  it  wouldn't  disturb  him.*' 

*'  Haven't  got  a  nurse  yet,  of  course?  " 

"  No,  he  begged  me  not  to.  He  said  he  wouldn't 
see  me  all  the  time  — " 

"  I  know,  but  it  isn't  fair  —  it's  slavery,"  said  Almy 
impatiently. 

"  I'd  rather  have  it  that  way."  Molly  began  point* 
ing  out  the  autumn  haze. 

**  Where  are  you  going  to  take  dinner?  " 

"  I'm  not  hungry.  I'U  get  a  cup  of  tea  just  before 
the  train  leaves." 

"Women's  meals!  Nonsense,  you  need  lots  of 
food  these  days.  You  won't  do  anything  of  the  sort. 
You'll  dine  with  me  —  if  it's  only  a  cup  of  bouUion  and 
I'll  see  you  on  your  train.  If  you  were  going  in  the 
daytime,  I'd  motor  you  home." 

"  No,  really,  I  can't.  I've  spent  all  afternoon  with 
you  and  —  and  I  can't  see  you  any  more.  I  must  plan 
out  what  to  tell  Paul  about  the  work  — " 

"  So  must  I,"  said  Almy,  laughing  at  her.  "  Mrs. 
Molly,  you  must  take  dinner  with  me.  There  is 
something  about  your  husband  that  I  want  to  tell  you." 

"  Tell  me  now." 

"  No.     It  would  take  time  and  I'm  due  at  the  office." 

"Then  — if  it's  about  Paul  — I  will." 
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"  Fine.     Name  your  place." 

"  Let's  go  where  there  are  a  great  many  people," 
she  said  quickly.  "  We  can't  talk  about  ourselves  so 
easily." 

"  Good  idea  —  the  Waldorf  ?  " 

"  I'm  not  dressed." 

"  You're  quite  as  I  would  have  you.  Please  keep 
my  machine  until  then,  do  what  you  wish.  I'll  meet 
you  at  seven,  Mrs.  Kail,"  and  he  left  her  with  a  digni- 
fied little  bow,  something  different  from  anjrthing  he 
had  done  in  the  way  of  a  greeting. 

Molly  paid  no  attention  to  where  the  man  was  driv- 
ing her  until  seven  o'clock.  It  was  hard  to  think  prac- 
tical things  while  gliding  easily  through  street  after 
street  with  the  ever-present  feeling  of  luxury  and  ease 
—  and  strength.  A  woman,  no  matter  how.  capable, 
secretly  enjoys  being  dependent  1  And  to  Molly,  after 
the  weeks  of  hard  work  and  responsibility,  it  was  a 
delightful  sensation  to  know  that  she  was  going  to  meet 
Lars  Almy,  a  strong,  well  man  who  would  order  her 
dinner  and  scold  her  if  she  did  not  eat  — -  it  had  been 
she  who  had  been  cooking  dinners  and  scolding  Paul  if 
he  did  not  eat  — •  and  who  would  tell  her  active  things 
about  the  business  world,  not  the  sick  vagaries  of 
shadows  and  ills ;  who  would  take  her  to  her  train  and 
put  her  aboard,  making  her  feel  that  some  one  cared 
whether  or  not  she  reached  home  safely  .  .  .  The 
problem  of  Paul's  work  was  rudely  neglected  as  she 
drove  on. 

Not  until  she  faced  Almy  across  the  well-lighted  lit- 
tle table,  pleasantly  inconspicuous  yet  commanding  a 
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good  view  of  the  dining-room,  did  the  subject  loom 
uppermost  in  her  mind. 

Then  she  said,  "What  was  it  about  Paul,  Mr. 
Almy?" 

"  The  violets  do  match  your  eyes,"  he  sidetracked 
deliberately.  He  had  brought  her  a  huge  bunch  tied 
with  endless  ribbons  and  centered  with  a  pink  rosebud. 

"About  Paul,"  she  corrected  gravely;  "yes,  they 
are  very  lovely  flowers." 

"  This.  That  in  telling  him  his  work  is  no  good," 
he  began  bluntly,  in  the  same  disinterested,  hurried  man- 
ner he  had  shown  her  that  first  day  in  his  office,  "  you 
are  going  to  do  yourself  a  great  injury.  And  in  doing 
yourself  a  great  injury,  it  will  be  reflected  in  Paul. 
When  you  come  to  think  of  it,  Mrs.  Kail,  you  have  a 
good  deal  of  pretending  to  do  all  your  life.  No  one 
can  truly  be  happy  with  such  a  condition  as  yours. 
Don't  you  think  it  is  only  sane  and  fair  to  pretend  to 
yourself  about  Paul's  work  —  just  to  let  it  drift  along 
easily  and  not  have  any  great,  heroic  struggle  to  be 
honest,  as  you  say?  What  is  to  hinder?  I  have  any 
number  of  men  who  can  remodel  plans  and  so  on  —  I 
won't  bore  you  —  I  can  always  have  odd  jobs  turning 
up  for  Kail  to  do.  It  would  give  me  a  good  deal  of 
pleasure  to  do  so,  if  you  will  only  let  me.  Think  it 
over  —  don't  answer  me  now  —  write  me  —  or  let  it 
slide  along  until  I  drop  in  at  Christmas  —  then  you 
can  tell  me  what  you  have  decided." 

"  All  right,"  said  Molly  briefly.     "  I  will." 

The  orchestra  crashed  into  something  lively  and 
Molly  began   looking  about  her.     There  were  any 
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number  of  women  dressed  after  Stephanie's  fashion, 
but  there  were  no  men  as  handsome  as  Almy.  He  had 
nodded  carelessly  to  two  tables  of  people  when  they 
came  in  and  the  waiters  were  painfully  deferential. 
Again  came  the  semi-guilty,  semi-delightful  sensation 
of  eating  things  you  did  not  have  to  toil  over  yourself, 
eating  them  in  a  beautiful,  well-lighted  room  instead 
of  from  a  kitchen  table,  of  seeing  people  well  and 
strong  and  apparently  happy,  of  having  Almy  across 
the  table,  smiling  at  her  tenderly  and  the  throb  of  the 
love  waltz  running  in  her  head  I     Molly  smiled. 

"Happy  now,  Mrs.  Molly?*'  he  asked. 

"It's  such  fun  —  I  feel  like  a  schoolgirl  escaped 
from  a  convent." 

"  Do  you?  Imagine  a  dinner  at  a  hotel  being  fun! 
I  duck  'em.  Some  time  you  bring  this  Stephanie  and 
Darly  to  town  and  come  to  my  apartment.  We'll  have 
a  regular  feast." 

"  I'd  love  to  see  it  —  tra,  la,  la,"  Molly  beat  time 
with  her  fork. 

"  It's  a  shame  your  train  goes  so  early,  we  could 
snare  a  theater." 

"  A  theater  1 "  Molly  clasped  her  hands  de- 
lighted. "  Oh,  it's  been  so  long  since  I  went  to  one. 
I  don't  believe  I  could  know  how  to  behave.  You  see 
before  Paul  was  hurt  —  I  —  wasn't  awfully  well — " 

Almy's  face  gravened.  "  Molly,"  he  said  slowly, 
"  sometimes,  I'm  going  to  call  you  Molly  and  some- 
times Mrs.  Kail  and  sometimes  Mrs.  Molly,  just  as  the 
occasion  demands  —  that's  retaliation  for  naming  my 
eyebrows  I     But  for  now,  Molly,  Fm  sorrier  about  the 
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little  boy  —  sorrier  than  I  am  about  anything  else," 

"  Thank  you,"  she  said. 

"  It's  all  been  tough  for  you,"  he  added  gruffly; 
"  why  is  it  good  women  always  have  to  suffer  so?  " 

'^  Killing  the  bad  part  of  them,''  she  told  him 
quickly. 

Then  the  orchestra  began  a  medley  of  sentimental 
airs  and  Molly,  amazed  and  horrified  at  herself,  wished 
that  the  train  did  not  go  so  soon  and  that  they  might 
have  "  snared  a  theater  "  and  have  laughed  and  cried 
over  some  one  else's  experiences  besides  their  own  1 

"  I  wish  you  were  not  going  home  alone,"  said  Ahny 
anxiously,  as  he  handed  her  into  the  chair  car.  '*  Hon- 
estly,  I'll  worry  now  until  I  hear.    Wire  me?  " 

"  Of  course  not.  There's  a  taxi  station  at  the 
depot." 

"Just  the  same,.  I  don't  like  it.  Wire  me  — 
please." 

She  shook  her  head.  "That's  absurd.  I'll  write 
a  note." 

"  Ah,  but  will  you,"  he  begged;  ''will  your 

"  Yes  —  to-morrow." 

"  Then  until  that  note  comes,  Molly,  and  don't  make 
It  too  everlastingly  short  —  good-bye  and  thank  you 
for  to-day,"  he  stood  outside,  tapping  at  the  window 
pane  with  his  cane  and  making  her  smile  at  him  until 
the  train  drew  out. 

Molly  reached  Lancaster  an  hour  late.  It  was 
nearly  two  —  and  cold.  She  felt  utterly  forlorn  and 
queer  as  she  scrambled  off  the  train  and  took  a  cab. 
Her  bundles  seemed  awkward  to  carry  and  she  won- 
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dered  why  she  had  ever  bought  the  things.  She  was 
mentally  intoxicated  with  the  memories  of  the  day  and 
physically  exhausted.  And  when  she  reached  the  bun- 
galow and  Nate  let  her  in,  telling  her  that  Paul  was 
having  a  hard  night,  Molly  felt  as  if  she  were  suddenly 
shoved  back  into  a  harness  which  held  her  away  from 
everything  else  in  the  world  —  which  was  a  broad, 
beautiful  world  as  she  had  discovered  —  and  kept  her 
relentlessly  within  the  confines  of  the  little  house  with 
the  wraith  of  a  husband  moaning  upstairs  I 


CHAPTER  XXVI 

MOLLY'S  promised  note  to  Almy  resolved 
itself  into  a  formal  notification  of  safe  ar- 
rival. As  she  finished  writing,  Nate  came 
down,  her  bag  in  hand,  preparing  to  go  home. 

"  You  brought  such  a  lot  of  pretties,  you  extravagant 
lady,"  she  said  fondly.  "  Poor  Paul  —  this  last  medi- 
cine seems  to  irritate  him.  What  do  you  think  about 
changing?     Or  perhaps  he  was  merely  lonely  for  you.'* 

"  Tm  sure  I  don't  know,"  Molly  answered  pettishly. 
Sometimes  Nate  got  on  her  nerves.  Nate,  so  direct 
and  sincere,  dressed  in  the  extreme  of  plainness,  was 
a  contrast  to  Molly  in  her  fussy  morning  gown  which 
she  had  put  on  for  some  strange  reason.  Nate  looked 
shocked. 

"  Well,  I'd  certainly  make  it  my  business  to  see 
about  it." 

"Oh,  do  you  think  I'm  neglecting  your  brother?" 
demanded  Molly  savagely.  Then  she  put  her  head  on 
the  desk  to  cry. 

"  You  poor  little  kid,"  said  Nate  affectionately,  to 
Molly's  surprise.  "  You're  done  out  —  no  sleep  and 
this  beastly  trip  to  see  Lars  Almy.  Why,  you're  a 
trump  I  Don't  think  I'm  finding  fault  —  I  thought  you 
would  want  to  know  each  tiny,  new  symptom." 

"I  do  —  I  do."     Molly  wiped  her  eyes.     "  I'm 
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the  one  who  is  horrid,  Nate ;  just  as  if  I  were  doing  any- 
thing at  all  wonderful  —  only  my  duty/' 

"  Which  is  generally  hard  enough," — her  sister-in- 
law  finished  quietly.  "  I  often  think  I  ought  to  live 
with  you  instead  of  with  Darly.  Because  you  can  not 
keep  giving  up  every  minute  to  Paul.  It  will  wear 
you  out" 

"Do  you  think  so,  too?" 

"  Yes,  truly,  I  do.  If  Paul  should  ever  suspect  your 
weariness  or  impatience,  it  would  torture  him.  You 
must  get  away  sometimes  and  have  other  interests. 
You  must,  dear.  You're  very  young,  Molly ;  there  are 
many,  many  years  to  live  through  and  watch  Paul 
suffer." 

Molly  walked  to  the  window.  A  guilty  feeling 
came  to  her  —  that  she  was  not  in  the  highest  sense 
doing  her  duty.  She  wanted  to  write  Lars  Almy  that 
he  must  not  pay  her  husband  for  work  unless  the  work 
was  well  worth  while  —  and  she  would  have  no  more 
time  to  come  to  New  York.  She  wanted  to  say 
harshly,  with  a  man's  force,  that  she  must  devote  her 
life  to  Paul.  She  loved  him  twice  as  deeply  now  that 
he  lay  helpless  and  at  her  mercy. 

"  I'm  going,"  Nate  added.  "  I've  a  heap  to  do  but 
I'll  run  in  sometime  to-morrow.  Isn't  it  splendid?  I 
mean  about  the  plans  going  so  well." 

"  Didn't  you  think  they  would?  " 

"  Well,"  said  Nate  sensibly,  "  a  sick  man  usually 
has  a  sick  brain.  Do  you  know  what  Darly  and  I  be- 
lieve—  that  Mr.  Almy  is  sorry  for  Paul.  Being  a 
rich  and  big-hearted  man,  he  has  decided  to  help  him 
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keep  afloat  Don^t  you  suspect  that,  Molly  —  now  — 
really?" 

Molly  drew  a  deep  breath.  After  all,  you  never 
fool  people,  she  told  herself.  That  is,  you  never  fool 
them  as  to  the  outward  condition.  No  one  ever 
fathoms  personal  causes  and  effects.  It  was  really 
easier  to  admit  this  to  the  family;  it  would  do  away  with 
the  strand  of  deceit.  Molly  disliked  any  untruths. 
Her  tempestuous,  ardent,  little  self  was  accustomed  to 
saying  or  doing  just  what  she  thought  and  felt. 

"  Yes,  I  have  thought  so,  Nate.  That's  why  I  was 
glad  to  go  there.  You  see,  Mr.  Almy  really  has  a  man 
to  re-do  Paul's  plans.  They  are  not  very  worth  while, 
I'm  afraid.  It  is  generous  of  Mr.  Almy  and  we're 
in  no  position  to  refuse  —  when  it  is  offered  so 
kindly." 

"  No,  I  don't  think  you  are,"  Nate  decided.  "  From 
what  I  know  of  men  like  Almy,  it  does  them  good  to 
have  a  personal  philanthropy  without  the  flare  of  brass 
bands  as  applause.  I'm  sure  he  is  being  merciful  to 
Paul." 

Molly  did  not  answer. 

Nate  kissed  her.  "  Good-bye,  little  sister ;  be  strong 
and  brave." 

Almy  took  no  notice  of  Molly's  letter,  oddly  enough. 
He  wrote  Paul  a  terse  note  about  some  neglected  de- 
tail. He  did  not  even  sign  it  personally.  Paul,  lean- 
ing on  one  frail  arm,  answered  it  with  childish  delight, 
telling  Molly  he  had  come  to  believe  in  fairies. 

Following  this,  he  had  an  unusually  wakeful  night. 
Molly  sat  beside  him  until  dawn,  crooning  as  if  he  were 
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a  child,  planning  how  they  should  build  an  addition  to 
the  bungalow,  with  a  peculiar  slope  to  the  door  per- 
mitting a  wheel  chair  to  roll  down  easily.  The  addi- 
tion would  be  Paul's  workroom,  and  she,  Molly,  must 
learn  typewriting ;  she  must  get  a  maid  for  the  house  so 
that  nothing  should  hinder  her  from  Paul's  affairs. 
Through  the  dark  hours  Molly  talked  —  not  only  to 
Paul  but  to  herself,  until,  when  he  fell  into  a  deep, 
dreamless  sleep,  she  crept  away  to  watch  the  sunrise 
and  discover  in  her  own  heart  a  struggling  but  very 
real  belief  born  of  honest  love  and  desire  to  do  her 
duty  —  the  belief  that,  after  all,  Paul  might  still  work 
and  be  the  architect  she  had  once  hoped  him  to  be. 
Molly  had  convinced  herself.  She  sang  as  she  made  a 
cup  of  coffee,  going  about  the  little  kitchen  with  an  at- 
tempt at  jollity,  thinking  of  such  and  such  a  blind  sena- 
tor whose  wife  had  been  his  eyes  and  who  did  as  re- 
markable things  as  if  he  had  been  in  full  possession  of 
his  sight  There  was  a  crippled  poet  and  a  deaf  and 
dumb  artist;  any  number  of  these  dear,  maimed  chil- 
dren-men, who  with  their  wives  as  crutches  of  love 
slowly  reached  the  goal  they  had  marked  as  theirs  be- 
fore affliction  came  upon  them. 

"  I  feel  strong  when  you  are  near  me,"  Paul  had 
said  during  the  night;  "you  don't  know  how  wonder- 
ful you  are  to  love  me  as  you  do." 

"  You'd  love  me,  sweetheart,  if  I  were  ill,"  she  had 
answered,  tears  in  eyes.  "Why,  darling,  what  else  did 
you  think  would  happen  ?  " 

Almy's  work  went  slowly.  Paul  experienced  new, 
odd  pains,  and  he  let  the  drawing  sheets  lay  neglected 
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while  he  delighted  in  a  puzzle,  a  musical  top,  any  new 
toy  which  Darly  or  Nate  brought  him. 

^'  In  a  little  while,  Molly-Bunch,  then  I'll  begin  to 
work,"  he  would  say,  raising  himself  on  his  thin,  shak- 
ing arm.  "  I  don't  believe  I'll  try  to  do  much  until 
the  holidays  are  over.  Let  me  see,  that  nerve  tonic 
ought  to  help,  don't  you  think  so  ?  By  the  new  year, 
I'll  have  taken  two  bottles  —  of  course  I  can't  expect 
results  any  sooner  —  that's  the  trouble  with  us  sick 
chaps,  demanding  overnight  cures." 

Molly  would  put  her  warm,  rosy  cheek  against  his 
shiny,  white  one,  whispering,  "  Don't  you  bother  your 
precious  old  head  about  work,  my  boy;  just  rest  and 
sleep  and  eat  up  everything  I  bring  you."  There 
would  be  a  little  catch  in  her  voice  but  Paul  never 
seemed  to  notice. 

Instead  he  would  point  out  patent-medicine  adver- 
tisements with  glowing  testimonials  from  retired  sea 
captains,  diplomats,  playwrights  and  what  not,  and 
hint  that  Molly  might  get  him  a  bottle  —  it  would  do 
no  harm. 

At  first  she  tried  combating  this  tendency.  It  an* 
noyed  her  more  than  anything  else  that  he  did;  it 
seemed  as  if  Paul  had  faded  into  a  memory  and  his 
place  was  filled  by  this  querulous,  gullible  child,  hope- 
lessly ill  yet  doomed  to  life,  fussing  like  an  old  woman 
because  the  window-shade  was  awry  or  the  light  did 
not  strike  the  flowers  Darly  had  sent  or  because  Molly 
would  not  give  him  more  sleeping-medicine  or  try  the 
electric  treatments  of  some  quack. 

But  when  night  came  and  she  would  kiss  him  gently. 
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saying,  as  Darly  had  taught  them  from  tiny  children, 
"  May  the  Kind  Father  keep  and  bless  my  dear  one," 
and  Paul  would  whisper  the  tender  answer,  "  May  He 
bless  and  keep  my  Molly," — ^there  would  steal  over  her 
a  precious  realization  of  all  Paul  had  meant  and  did 
mean  —  and  should  mean  to  her,  the  love  they  pledged 
each  other,  the  little  child,  the  sunny-faced  lad  stand- 
ing in,Darly's  June-day  garden. 

She  would  go  to  her  room  and  kneel  down  to  give 
thanks  that  Paul  was  Paul  and  she  was  Paul's  Molly, 
even  with  all  the  hard  changes  I  The  day  with  Almy 
gradually  seemed  a  wilful  prank  —  very  Molly-like 
*— something  which  she  told  Paul  about  in  detail 
and  laughed  over.  It  assumed  unimportant  propor- 
tions in  her  scheme  of  things  and  she  found  her- 
self highly  amused  at  the  way  they  bad  pouted  and 
sulked  by  the  fire,  talking  of  themselves,  egging 
each  other  on  to  say  exaggerated  things  in  rather  bad 
taste. 

She  began  to  make  Christmas  preparations,  taking 
an  interest  in  Nate's  charities  and  the  elaborate  sachets 
with  which  Stephanie  was  intending  to  deluge  her 
friends,  trying  to  assume  the  narrow  round  of  duties 
with  the  happiness  which  had  been  hers  as  a  bride. 

The  day  before  Christmas,  Molly,  struggling  with 
a  scraggly  tree  and  blue  as  indigo  for  some  queer  rea- 
son, answered  an  imperative  door-ring. 

It  was  Almy,  clad  in  a  mink  overcoat,  stamping  the 
snow  off  his  shoes.  His  roadster  was  outside,  an  ele- 
gant little  blue  thing  with  holly  and  evergreen  draped 
about  it. 
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"  Room  for  Santa  Claus?  "  he  shouted  unceremoni- 
ously. "  I'm  due  at  a  house-party  by  to-morrow  noon 
so  ril  have  to  say  hullo  and  be  off." 

Molly,  conscious  of  her  house  dress  and  rumpled 
hair,  every  detail  of  the  disorderly  looking  house,  did 
not  answer. 

"  Please  let  me  in  —  Fm  freezing,"  he  added  hu- 
morously. "  You  do  treat  a  fellow  rough  in  these 
parts.  Paul,"  he  called,  so  the  sick  man  could  not  fail 
to  hear. 

Without  speaking,  Molly  let  him  pass  upstairs. 

Fifteen  minutes  later,  Paul's  bell  rang.  She  knew 
from  the  very  sound  it  was  Almy  who  pressed  it.  She 
had  not  tried  to  change  her  appearance;  she  was  rather 
annoyed  that  he  had  come.  His  virile  self  seemed  to 
crowd  the  house  from  the  moment  he  entered,  his  per- 
sonality absorbing  or  combating  every  one  about  him. 

She  went  up  to  Paul  to  be  greeted  radiantly.  Almy 
was  leaning,  strangely  enough,  on  the  little  chest  con- 
taining the  white  things  with  which  Molly's  heart  had 
not  yet  let  her  part. 

*'  Of  all  the  Christmas  presents,"  Paul  began,  "  this 
will  please  you  the  most  Mr.  Almy  says  that  — 
why,"  he  laughed,  the  weak,  happy  laugh  of  the  cared- 
for  sick — "  he  says  I'm  such  a  shut-in  that  I  can't  do  a 
lot  of  stuff  as  if  I  were  about  —  you  know  it  has  been 
a  pull  to  try  it  —  but  he  actually  tells  me  I'm  rather  de- 
cent at  criticizing  other  men's  work  and  he  wants  to 
retain  me  as  a  consulting  architect  at  a  very  fine  sum 
—  pass  judgments,  if  you  please,  on  all  the  plans  and 
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so  forth  I  Molly,  don't  you  think  that  is  luck  and  that 
there  are  fairies  —  do  I  deserve  it?  " 

"  It's  wonderful,"  Molly  came  and  knelt  down  be- 
side him.  Unseen  by  them  both,  desireful  shadows 
came  into  Almy's  face  I  "  You  can  do  it  very  well  — 
I'm  sure  of  that,  whereas  the  original  work  had  best 
wait  until  —  until  you  are  stronger." 

"  You're  to  take  the  revisions  down  in  your  blessed 
little  head  and  go  to  see  these  men  —  oh,  Molly- 
Bunch,  what  if  I  didn't  have  you !  And  here  I  am  all 
loaded  up  with  work  to  begin  with,"  he  pointed  to  a 
bundle  of  papers.     "  There's  a  Christmas  present !  " 

Almy  stepped  forward.  "  Please  have  'em  ready  as 
soon  as  you  can.  Kail.  The  sun  parlor  in  the  new 
hospital  needs  something  changed  —  don't  know  what, 
but  you  will,  of  course.  Now  then  —  are  we  all 
agreed?  I'll  run  along  —  good-bye  —  and  Merry 
Christmas.  You're  going  to  have  a  Happy  New  Year 
without  my  wishing  it."     Almy  took  Paul's  hand. 

Molly  glanced  at  him  briefly.  "  Would  you  like 
coffee?" 

^*  Thanks,  I  haven't  the  time.  The  roads  may  grow 
worse  farther  on.  Now  remember,  there's  no  need  to 
worry  about  anything,"  and  he  smiled  at  Paul  in  his 
pleasant  fashion. 

Molly  led  the  way  downstairs.  She  felt  awkward, 
as  if  she  were  expected  to  say  some  gushing  platitude, 
although  she  knew  Almy  would  merely  despise  her  for 
it.  So  she  lingered  in  the  hall,  pushing  back  the  blue- 
black  hair  with  a  nervous  hand. 
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"  And  how  are  you  ?  "  he  asked  simply. 

"Well,  thank  you.  I  wanted  to  say  how  much  I 
do  appreciate  — " 

'^  I  thought  we  settled  that  a  long  time  ago  —  let  me 
see  —  about  two  hundred  years,  isn't  it?  When  we 
lunched  at  the  Casino  and  said  all  the  foolish  impulsive 
things  we  wanted  to  —  fun,  wasn't  it  ?  "  There  was 
such  a  change  in  his  manner  that  Molly  began  to  feel 
her  natural  self.  He  seemed  a  kindly,  older  man  who 
had  taken  her  off  for  a  regular  child's  circus  day  with 
pink  lemonade  and  peanuts  galore  and  all  the  side- 
shows and  then  expected  her  to  go  home  and  continue 
her  usual  stints  I  It  was  a  satisfactory  and  charming 
readjustment. 

"  It  was  a  *  circus  day,' "  she  began,  thinking  out 
loud  as  usual. 

"  We're  none  the  worse  for  it,  are  we  ?  A  nice, 
ladylike  fashion  of  dissipating.  You  know  they  say 
that  a  woman's  sham  emotions  are  her  peculiar  way  of 
getting  drunk,"  and  he  laughed  at  her  as  if  she  were,  in 
truth,  only  a  small  girl  he  had  lifted  on  high  to  see  the 
chariot  riders  race  in  the  sawdust. 

Molly  held  out  her  hand.  ^'  I  think  nice  things 
about  you  even  if  I  don't  say  them.  I  did  enjoy  the 
day  —  I  told  Paul  all  about  it." 

"  Did  you  —  all  about  itf  "  The  shaggy  eyebrow 
asserted  itself. 

She  slurred  over  her  answer.  "  I  think  I  never  felt 
any  more  content  and  happy  than  I  do  now.  Your 
Christmas  present  has  completed  it.  I'm  so  glad  to 
be  able  to  help  Paul," —  the  purple  eyes  darkened  with 
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earnestness  — ^**  I  love  him  so."  She  ended  with  the 
same  illogical  impulsiveness  which  caused  her  to  cry 
that  first  day  in  Almy's  office.  It  was  all  a  part  of 
Molly,  which  Almy  knew. 

"  He's  a  lucky  chap.  Oh,  Vm  going  south  after 
January  so  I'll  probably  not  see  you  —  for  awhile. 
I've  lelFt  instructions  as  to  your  husband's  work.  You 
are  to  come  to  New  York  just  the  same,  everything  is 
to  continue  as  if  I  were  there.  In  the  spring  we'll  take 
up  some  new  work  I've  in  mind  for  him ;  work  he  can 
really  do  — ^" 

"  Thank  you."  She  was  conscious  of  a  relief  about 
his  going  south.  She  did  not  know  why  —  just  that  it 
would  be  easier  —  circuses  are  distressingly  emotional 
affairs. 

He  opened  the  door  with  a  flourish.  "  Merry  Yule- 
tide,  Mrs.  Kail,"  his  big,  fur-clad  jfigure  climbed  into 
the  roadster. 

Molly  ran  back  to  Paul. 

"  Has  he  gone  ?  I  was  beginning  to  doze,"  Paul 
said,  smiling  at  her. 

**  He  has  gone,  dear." 

"  Is  the  tree  trimmed?  " 

"  Yes,  Jack  is  going  to  carry  it  up  here  for  you  —  it 
is  so  pretty." 

"  I  almost  wish  no  one  was  coming,  Molly;  that 
just  you  and  I  would  have  our  Christmas  alone.  Don't 
you?     That's  selfish,  isn't  it?  " 

"A  — little  — I'm  afraid." 

"  I  shall  have  you  alone  most  of  the  time  —  Molly; 
it's  a  relief  not  to  try  drawing  plans,  just  to  criticize 
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some  which  are  drawn  —  and  talk  the  criticisms  off  to 
you  and  know  you'll  remember  everything.  Isn't  it 
splendid  ?     I  know  I  can  do  it/' 

"  Not  the  slightest  doubt  in  the  world  about  it.'* 

"  Kiss  me." 

She  knelt  down  beside  him. 

"Molly,  when  are  they  coming,  to-morrow?" 

"  Nate  and  Darly  will  be  here  all  day,"  she  told  him 
patiently  —  he  had  asked  her  at  least  a  dozen  times. 
"  Jack  and  Stephanie  will  come  for  dinner  and  the 
evening.  You  know  we're  going  to  have  our  dinner 
upstairs  with  you,  won't  it  be  jolly?  And  Nate's  chil- 
dren are  coming  to  sing  carols  later." 

"  I  hope  they  go  home  early.  I'd  rather  be  alone 
with  you  —  wouldn't  you,  Molly?  " 

"  Of  course." 

"Tired?" 

"  Not  very  —  are  you  ?  " 

"  Not  a  bit  — "  he  began  fumbling  under  his  pil- 
low. He  brought  out  a  tiny  package,  clumsily  done 
in  tissue  paper.  "  Molly,  this  isn't  much  but  it  is  rich 
in  love  —  Merry  Christmas." 

She  opened  it  to  find  a  little  string  of  hand-carved, 
sandalwood  beads. 

"  Tell  me  —  did  you  suspect?  "  he  asked  childishly. 
"  Nate  got  me  the  wood  and  I  worked  odd  times  — 
do  you  like  them?" 

"  Oh,  my  dear  —  so  much."  Molly  was  crying  but 
Paul  did  not  notice.  She  put  them  around  her  neck* 
"  I'll  always  wear  them,  darling." 

"They  look  pretty,  Molly,  but  that's  because  you 
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wear  them  I  Will  you  read  some  more  —  IVe  been 
thinking  about  the  story  ever  since  you  left  off  two 
days  ago." 

"  Of  course."  Molly  stifled  a  yawn  as  she  found 
)  the  book.     It  was  a  tedious,  old-fashioned  tale  of  im- 

possible persons.     But  Paul  listened  delightedly. 

Meantime,  Almy,  ploughing  through  the  snow,  was 
halfway  to  Edgerton.  And  the  desireful  shadows 
which  sprang  into  his  good-bad  face  as  Molly  kissed 
her  husband  lingered,  indicative  that  he  was  thinking 
of  strange  and  remote  possibilities.  Shag  was  still 
lifted  on  high ! 


CHAPTER  XXVII 

MOLLY  was  at  war  with  herself.  For  two 
and  a  half  years,  Paul  had  lain  in  the  erst- 
while nursery.  He  might  lie  there  twenty 
and  a  half  years  more  —  with  his  incessant  calling  for 
Molly,  the  childish  interest  in  this  or  that  trifle,  the 
constant  pursuit  of  "  fake ''  cures  —  there  had  been 
four  that  very  month  I 

Just  as  Stephanie,  in  the  last  two  and  a  half  years, 
had  succeeded  in  gaining  every  point  she  wished  regard- 
ing furniture  and  dress  and  society,  the  sacred  trinity 
which  she  bowed  down  to  worship,  so  Paul  had  gradu- 
ally succeeded  unawares  in  wearing  down  to  a  fine, 
treacherous  thread  the  chivalric  love  with  which  Molly 
had  fortified  herself. 

The  first  year  this  was  not  so.  For  two  years,  even, 
Molly  honestly  believed  in  Paul's  work  unexpectedly 
reviving  and,  most  brittle  hope  of  all,  that  her  love 
and  patience  would  not  only  endure  but  increase.  This 
love  had  flourished  for  two  years,  with  Molly  neglect- 
ing herself,  shut  away  from  life  and  normal  recreation, 
staying  beside  Paul  with  only  Nate  and  Darly  to  buoy 
her  up  and  Stephanie  dressed  in  her  finery  to  pity  and 
laugh. 

Reviewing  the  two  and  a  half  years,  Molly  won- 
dered at  herself,  after  the  fashion  of  having  crossed 
a  railway  bridge  with  a  tooting  engine  rounding  the 
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comer  and  knowing  that  the  same  feat  could  never  be 
twice  accomplished. 

Within  that  time  the  most  important  figure  of  all, 
she  began  to  reluctantly  admit,  was  Lars  Almyl  He 
had  helped  Molly  through  the  period  even  more  than 
he  had  encouraged  Paul.  There  had  been  a  six-months 
interval  from  the  day  he  came  Christmas  week  before 
she  had  seen  him  again.  He  had  sent  Paul  some 
Southern  views  and  a  chatty  note,  while  the  memory 
of  *'  circus  day  "  became  so  blurred  and  indistinct  that 
it  might  have  been  a  glorious  and  unusual  dream. 

Patiently  going  to  New  York  with  weak  criticisms 
and  talking  against  time  to  an  assistant  who  had  been 
instructed  to  listen,  Molly  used  to  wonder  how  long 
this  generosity  would  endure  —  would  it  prevail  un- 
til Paul  really  did  work  of  value,  for  in  those  first  days 
with  their  loyal  hope  she  believed  that  he  might  still 
accomplish  something.  She  used  to  scold  herself  for 
having  ever  doubted,  for  having  said  as  much  as  she 
had  to  Almy,  telling  herself  that  some  time  or  other 
she  would  be  properly  punished  for  this  impulsive 
honesty  which  told  her  thoughts,  when  conventional 
phrases  as  to  the  weather  would  be  more  to  the  pur- 
pose! 

Then  Almy  returned  —  she  reviewed  the  events  like 
one  looking  over  a  filled  memorandum  book  of  last 
year  —  a  bronzed,  handsome,  strong  man  who  greeted 
her  with  apparent  carelessness  and  said  that  Paul  was 
doing  wonderfully  well  and  he  had  a  great  deal  of 
work  ahead  for  him. 

He  seemed  a  stranger  after  that  first  interval,  a  dis- 
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interested  man  whom  she  admired  and  who  made  it 
possible  for  her  to  return  to  Paul  with  renewed  cour- 
age and  ability.  Almy  inspired  her;  she  caught  a 
gleam  of  his  contagious  determination.  He  acted  like 
a  mental  stimulus,  enabling  her  to  sit  beside  Paul  and 
answer  endless  questions,  way  into  the  early  morning 
hours,  play  games  —  believe  in  him,  and  in  her  own 
abilities  as  well.  People  had  forgotten  about  Paul, 
just  as  Nate  prophesied.  Other  men  were  maimed, 
other  still-bom  children  saddened  other  women,  and 
the  town  gabbled  on,  forgetful  of  what  happened  at  the 
Kail  bungalow,  oh,  ever  so  long  ago ! 

Molly  began  to  depend  on  Almy;  she  watched  for 
his  brusque  letters  with  sometimes  a  hint  of  a  personal 
message.  She  was  glad  he  did  not  go  away  in  the  fall, 
for  when  she  went  to  New  York  he  saw  her  person- 
ally and  listened  patiently  to  her  reiteration  of  the 
sick  man's  efforts.  He  did  not  ask  her  to  dinner  or 
lend  her  his  car  —  there  was  no  repetition  of  any  of 
the  things  which  transpired  that  first  and  only  ^^  circus  " 
day.  Molly  thanked  him  for  this  in  her  thoughts. 
Instinctively,  Almy  knew  that  the  time  had  not  yet 
come  when  "  desireful  shadows  "  could  be  apparent 
in  his  face.  Because  of  his  wise  determination  which 
stopped  at  nothing  —  eventually,  acknowledging  no  re- 
buff, Almy  waited  in  apparent  indifference. 

"  He's  so  good  to  me,"  Paul  used  to  say  that  first 
year.  "  Molly,  do  you  think  I  can  ever  make  him 
know  all  I  feel  for  him?  " 

"  I  think  he  does,"  she  would  answer;  "  he  is  a  big- 
hearted  man  and  he  —  he  — "  she  would  become  con- 


PARADISE  AUCTION  299 

fused  but  Paul  never  noticed.  He  would  drift  into  a 
theory  about  vegetable  medicine  enabling  bedridden 
victims  to  walk  within  a  week! 

Strangely,  Almy  visited  the  bungalow  the  next  day- 
bef ore-Christmas !  Molly  had  been  due  in  New  York 
a  little  previous  but  a  severe  cold  prevented,  Darly 
had  intervened  and  sent  her  to  bed  while  she  and 
Nate  took  charge  of  Paul. 

Staggering  around  again,  trying  to  appear  well, 
Molly  began  to  tack  up  wreaths  of  holly  and  ever- 
green boughs.  Stephanie  hai^pened  in  to  watch  her 
weary  efforts. 

"  Before  Fd  have  a  real  tree  or  wreaths !  "  she  an- 
nounced, taking  off  her  new  fur  coat.  "  My  dear, 
theyVe  frightfully  hard  on  your  rugs.  Of  course,  I'm 
not  going  to  New  York  this  Christmas  —  I'll  make  up 
later  on  —  so  I'm  going  to  have  two  everlasting 
wreaths  and  a  tiny  artificial  tree.  Indeed  I'm  not  go- 
ing to  cook  a  big  dinner  —  we'll  eat  at  Darly's.  You 
know  those  artificial  trees  are  quite  smart  looking  — 
I  should  think  you'd  get  one,  especially  when  you  have 
everything  to  do  and  not  a  soul  to  help." 

Stephanie  was  thinking  how  old  Molly  looked;  her 
figure  actually  suggested  age.  For  an  instant,  Steph- 
anie became  contented  with  Jack. 

"  I  love  the  evergreen  smell  —  and  Paul  wants  it." 
Molly  began  tacking  away  vigorously  and  bruising  her 
thumb.  It  was  a  slight  bruise  but  the  sting  of  the 
assaulted  nerve  added  to  a  sleepless  night  and  the  re- 
cent cold  brought  weak  tears  into  her  eyes.  She  be- 
gan to  cough,  leaning  against  the  mantelpiece. 
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"  If  you  would  take  my  advice,  you  would  do  what 
you  liked,  instead  of  Paul.  As  if  he  knew  or  cared, 
lying  upstairs  in  a  nice,  warm  bedroom  with  eight  kinds 
of  fancy  custards  to  gobble  down  I  Oh,  Molly,  what 
a  mistake  it  is  not  to  put  him  in  — " 

"  Please,"  Molly  interrupted.  "  I  just  can't  listen 
to  you  to-day,  Stephanie.  I'm  frightfully  tired.  I 
don't  want  to  be  rude,  but,  truly,  I'd  rather  you  would 
go  away  if  you  insist  on  saying  that.  It  is  what  you 
always  say,  although  you  know  how  I  dislike  it.  Don't 
you  see  how  cruel  it  would  be?  Why,  Paul  is  doing 
splendidly  —  look  at  the  work  he  has  accomplished  — 
and  will  accomplish  —  there  is  no  doubt  but  what  he 
will  grow  stronger  very  soon  — ^" 

"  He  won't."  Stephanie  smiled  her  sweetest. 
**  You'll  play  out  —  snap  some  fine  day  when  you're 
making  broth  I  It  is  all  nonsense,  Molly,  and  while 
I  appreciate  how  welcome  I  am  when  I  tell  you  what 
is  for  your  own  good  I  intend  to  keep  right  on.  I 
hate  to  see  you  turn  into  a  household  drudge.  You're 
approaching  the  Mother  Hubbard  wrapper  stage  very 
fast.  If  this  Mr.  Almy,  whom  you  never  try  to  intro- 
duce to  any  one  except  Darly,  should  die  —  what  would 
you  do?  " 

"  There  are  other  firms,"  Molly  answered  almost 
sullenly.  "  Why  do  you  suggest  such  things  ?  You 
never  do  anything  to  help  1  " 

**  I  tell  you  the  truth.  If  Jack  Heath  ever  came  to 
the  place  Paul  Kail  is,  I'd  consider  it  my  duty  to  put 
him  in  — " 

Molly  began  hammering  loudly. 
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Stephanie  laughed.  "  Anything  to  eat?  Fm  terri- 
bly hungry  and  I  do  hate  cooking.  You  don't.  Mind 
if  I  poke  around?" 

"  No,  there's  plenty  in  the  icebox."  Molly  kept  at 
her  work.  Stephanie  always  "  poked  around  "  when 
she  came  to  Molly's.  By  dint  of  such  tricks  she  not 
only  managed  to  have  no  maid  but  seldom  cooked  a 
full-fledged  meal. 

She  tripped  back  presently,  munching  a  sandwich. 
"  Molly,  I've  a  new  diamond."  She  held  out  her 
hand. 

"Lovely  —  did  Darly  give  it  to  you?"  Molly 
looked  at  it  listlessly;  it  seemed  rather  inane  to  think 
of  things  these  days. 

"  No,  indeed.  I  got  it  by  my  little,  sweet  self  — 
and  my  darling  husband  sat  down  and  raged  like  a 
fussy  little  poodle  being  made  to  wear  a  muzzle." 
Stephanie  tossed  her  head  in  glee.  "  I  won  it  —  bridge 
—  we  play  at  the  hotel  once  a  week." 

"  For  rings  ?  "  asked  Molly  innocently. 

"  No,  for  money.  We  have  an  upstairs  parlor  and 
no  one  disturbs  us.  It's  really  a  lot  of  fun.  I've  been 
lucky  —  I  saved  all  I  made  and  this  is  the  result  —  a 
little  medal  for  Stephanie  I  It  is  a  registered  stone, 
too,"  she  added  proudly. 

"Why,  Stephanie,  that^is  gambling! " 

"  No  I  I  thought  it  was  painting  menu  cards  for 
Bible  banquets  I  Oh,  Molly,  you  are  funny  —  wait  a 
minute,  I  want  another  sandwich."  Her  silk-clad  fig- 
ure rustled  away. 

Molly  looked  at  the  decorated  mantel.     It  was  not 
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well  done;  the  evergreen  seemed  wilting  and  ugly. 
There  was  no  use  trying  to  infuse  Christmas  spirit  into 
the  house  that  year.  Last  year  she  had  felt  stronger 
—  she  had  had  her  "  circus  day  "  and  Lars  Almy  came 
in  unexpectedly  like  a  kind-hearted  Kris  Kringle  to 
bring  Paul  his  first  batch  of  work.  She  remembered 
when  he  left  them  that  Paul  gave  her  his  present  —  the 
clumsy,  wooden  beads.  Last  year  had  been  quite  dif- 
ferent 1 

Stephanie  returned  with  a  sandwich  and  a  plate  of 
cake.  She  sat  in  the  largest  chair  and  ate  greedily. 
Molly  watched  her  in  silent  contempt. 

When  she  finished,  Stephanie  looked  up  brightly. 
"  Won't  you  come  to  a  matinee  next  week,  MoUy  — 
there's  a  wonderfully  wicked  comedy  coming?  " 

"  No,  not  now  —  I  don't  care  for  the  theaters. 
They  seem  remote  and  foolish.  Thank  you  just  as 
much." 

^'  I  had  passes  —  that  was  why  I  asked.  I  hate  to 
give  up  good  money  for  theaters.  I  manage  not  to. 
I  make  Jack  buy  seats  and  charge  it  up  to  his  firm 
under  the  head  of  entertaining  customers  —  isn't  that 
good  ?  You  can  always  manage  to  do  what  you  want 
to,  Molly  —  if  you  just  will  stop  being  unselfish !  " 

"  You  ought  to  know,"  Molly  could  not  refrain  from 
adding. 

**  I  speak  with  a  heart  filled  with  experience." 
Stephanie  laughed.  "  I  think  I'll  run  along  now  — 
I've  shocked  you  sufficiently  for  one  day.  I  know  you 
are  not  giving  presents  this  year  —  so  I  didn't  give  you 
any.     Not  because  of  that,  Molly,  I  mean,  not  be- 
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cause  you  have  nothing  for  me,  but  because  I  know 
how  proud  you  are  and  you  wouldn't  want  to  be  un- 
der any  obligation.  Besides,  Tm  very  busy  getting 
ready  for  Susie's  wedding  —  she's  going  to  marry 
Hoyt,  the  undertaker  I  It  is  going  to  be  most  novel. 
All  in  black  —  isn't  that  a  scream  ?  A  black  wedding 
—  wait  until  the  town  bursts  into  comment.  They 
wanted  something  unusual  —  and  an  ad  for  his  busi- 
ness. Well,  they've  got  it.  They  are  both  to  wear 
black  —  satin  for  her  and  broadcloth  for  him  and  a 
black  silk  shirt  to  match,  if  you  please.  A  darky 
preacher  is  to  marry  them  and  the  room  is  to  be  bur- 
lapped  in  black.  The  wedding  breakfast  is  to  be 
served  off  a  black  tablecloth  with  black  coffee,  black 
bass  —  oh,  I  can't  remember  the  whole  menu.  Any- 
way, they  will  leave  on  the  Black  Diamond  Express  for 
the  Black  Creek  Inn  —  isn't  that  stunning?  They'll  be 
written  up  in  the  New  York  papers,  I'm  sure.  I'm 
their  matron  of  honor  —  of  course  Jack  rowed;  his 
mother  egged  him  on.  But  I  told  him  if  he  didn't  like 
the  idea,  he  could  just  take  the  ,rest  of  the  day  for 
himself.     I'm  going  to  have  black  crepe  — " 

"  Yes,  of  course  —  well,  I  think  I  must  go  up  to  see 
how  Paul  is."  Molly  felt  that  if  Stephanie  sat  there 
chattering  about  the  bizarre  nothings  of  her  sort  of 
friends  that  she  should  suddenly  scream.  Every  out- 
raged nerve  in  her  body  demanded  relief  from  that 
high,  sweet  voice  with  its  vapid  laugh. 

"All  right,"  Stephanie  answered  with  deceptive 
pleasantry.  "  I'll  be  off  —  I  was  going  to  tell  you 
about  Agnes  Courtney's  divorce  dinner  —  all  in  scarlet 
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With  the  favors  little  rolls  of  stage  money  labelled 
alimony — ^but  never  mind  Good-bye,  lady  of  the 
evergreens  —  I  wish  you  joy  cleaning  the  needles  out 
of  your  rugs/'  and  she  slipped  into  her  fur  coat  and 
kissed  Molly  an  effusive  farewell. 

She  would  have  regretted  doing  so  if  she  had  seen, 
a  half  hour  later,  Almy's  car  drive  up,  Almy  jump  out 
briskly  and  hurry  up  the  walk. 

Molly  looked  startled  as  she  opened  the  door. 

"  Fm  a  great  old  ghost,  appear  every  Christmas 
week,  don't  I?  "  he  asked.  "  Going  through  the  town 
on  my  way  to  Edgerton  and  wanted  to  see  you."  He 
was  looking  at  her  carefully,  and  she  blushed,  con- 
scious of  the  fact.  "Well,  how  is  everything? 
Rather  tired,  aren't  you  —  sorry  you  were  ill," — ^but  it 
was  still  the  impersonal,  kindly  man  who  had  once 
treated  her  to  a  *'  circus." 

When  he  went  up  to  Paul,  Molly  ran  to  tidy  up  her 
hair  and  change  her  frock.  She  looked  at  the  bruised 
thumb  in  annoyance,  labelling  it  '^  Stephanie's  Christ- 
mas present,"  with  an  angry  little  laugh. 

After  a  half  hour,  Almy  came  down  into  the  hall. 
There  was  something  surprisingly  pleasing  about  the 
repetition  of  his  holiday  visit. 

"  I  must  surely  come  next  year,"  he  said;  "  you  know 
three  times  straight  running  brings  luck  I  But  I'm 
afraid  your  husband  is  not  so  strong."  Baba  was  lifted 
on  high. 

"  Don't  say  that,  please."  Molly  looked  at  him 
wistfully.     "  I  was  hoping  — "  she  leaned  against  the 
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mantel  just  as  she  had  done  when  Stephanie  was  there, 
the  sun  shining  in  the  purple  eyes. 

'*Why,  you're  fagged  out  —  I'm  afraid  you  need 
another  —  what  was  it  we  said  —  oh,  yes  —  another 
*  circus  day,'  "  Ahny  decided.  "  What's  wrong  — 
why,  Mrs.  Molly,  have  you  been  laboring  under  the 
delusion  that  our  day,  so  long  ago,  was  anything  in- 
discreet — "  he  seemed  at  a  loss  to  finish  the  sentence. 

**  I  haven't  thought  about  it." 

^'  What  a  silly  fib,"  he  laughed,  disarming  her. 

"  Well,  then  I  have,"  she  laughed  at  herself.  She 
began  to  feel  the  same  stimulating  emotion,  a  mental 
bracing  up.  She  could  return  to  Paul  and  be  gen- 
uinely light-hearted. 

"  Are  we  never  to  have  such  another  day?  " 

"  We  must  ask  Paul." 

"  Fine."  He  bounded  back  upstairs.  She  could 
hear  him  say,  ''  Oh,  Kail,  I  want  to  ask  you  something 
—  will  you  let  your  Mrs.  Molly  take  lunch  and  dinner 
with  me  the  next  time  she  comes  to  New  York  —  just 
like  she  did  the  first  time  I  She  said  I  must  ask  you  — 
we  called  it  a  '  circus  day '  and  had  a  ripping  time  — 
we  drank  your  health,  I  believe.  Please  —  there's  a 
good  chap."  It  was  gracefully  said,  not  overdone  or 
flippantly  expressed  or  with  the  slightest  hint  of  decep- 
tion. 

Molly  was  proud  of  him  —  and  longing  for  *'  circus 
day."  Paul  was  saying  yes,  he  wanted  her  to;  he 
wanted  to  hear  all  about  it;  it  would  be  something 
to  look  forward  to.    She  realized  what  a  hard  time 
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it  had  been  since  that  "  circus  day  " ;  the  purple  eyes 
were  smiling  with  anticipation  as  Almy  returned  to  say, 

"  The  jury  being  polled  answered,  *  She  must*  and 
so  I  sentence  you  to  the  first  time  you  come  to  New 
York.     Good-bye  — " 

Presently  two  steady  tracks  in  the  hitherto  unbroken 
road  told  of  his  departure. 

But  Molly  sang  at  her  work  and  the  evergreen 
seemed  fragrant  and  pregnant  with  the  holiday  spirit  I 

Paul  noted  the  change.  "  You  seem  so  happy,"  he 
told  her  that  evening  when  she  finished  reading  out 
loud.  "  I  believe  you  need  more  fun."  He  laughed 
at  her  proudly.  "  Well,  just  you  go,  darling,  all  you 
wish." 

Molly  knelt  beside  him.  "  Mr.  Almy  is  very  kind, 
isn't  he?"  She  put  her  cheek  against  his.  "Some- 
how, I  want  to  say  this  to  you  —  now  —  I  love  you  I 
May  the  kind  Father  bless  and  keep  my  dear  one !  " 

"  My  He  bless  and  keep  my  Molly,"  Paul  rested 
contentedly. 

Almy,  stopping  at  a  wayside  inn,  watched  the  open 
fire  crackle  and  sputter  and  the  desireful  shadows  crept 
back  into  his  face. 

"  Circus  day,"  he  mused,  putting  his  hand  up  to  hide 
Baba.  Shag  was  sardonically  lifted  on  high.  "  I 
wonder  if  she  dreams  that  I  — "  Out  of  the  sputtering 
logs  there  danced  a  vision  just  for  his  eyes  —  an  im- 
pulsive, sweet-hearted  girl  with  purple  eyes,  still  loyal 
to  ideals  and  vows.  The  log  crumbled  and  fell  — 
the  ashes  seemed  dead  and  hopeless.     Shag,  still  on 


PARADISE  AUCTION  307 

high,  drew  into  a  perplexed  frown,  clashing  with  Baba  I 
'*  Things  worth  while  are  worth  waiting  for  —  hon- 
orably, bless  her,'*  Almy  told  himself.  "  Well,  in  an- 
other year,  I'll  tell  her.  Three  Christmas  visits 
straight  running  will  bring  me  luck  I  " 


CHAPTER  XXVIII 

TIE  third  Christmas  brought  more  war  in 
Molly's  heart.  There  was  a  seething,  ever- 
present  wondermg  as  to  the  future,  a  grow- 
ing longing  for  —  no  longer  sophistically  named 
"  circus  days  " —  days  with  Lars  Almy,  for  his  letters, 
for  the  messages  he  sent  her  via  his  flowers  to  Paul  1 

Beginning  with  that  second  Christmas,  the  struggle 
within  herself  began.  Just  how  it  had  come  about, 
she  did  not  know.  Perhaps  it  started  with  the  Jan- 
uary day  in  New  York  when  Almy  piloted  her  out  of 
the  blizzard  into  a  cafe  and  sat  talking  to  her  in  a  dif- 
ferent, personal  strain  than  heretofore.  Or  when  she 
recklessly  bought  a  silk  dress  to  wear  —  oh,  she  did 
not  say  just  when  —  only  Almy  said  it  was  vastly  be- 
coming, the  dull  silver  brought  out  the  purple  in  her 
eyes.  Paul  liked  the  dress,  too  —  of  course  she 
bought  it  for  Paul.  Being  so  shut  in,  he  needed  every- 
thing attractive  about  him.  Darly  and  Nate  liked  it 
and  even  Stephanie's  comment  was  tinged  with  envy. 
Molly  found  herself  taking  the  frock  to  New  York 
and  wearing  it  for  Almy.  That  was  in  April.  And 
she  came  across  just  the  right  hat  to  go  with  it,  a  white, 
frilly  thing  and  a  Paisley  shawl  coat  which  made  her 
seem  like  an  Oriental  princess  —  so  Almy  said. 
Perhaps  it  started  when  she  returned  from  that  April 

visit  and  viewed  with  discontented  eyes  the  shabbiness 
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of  her  house  and  of  herself,  neglected  for  two  and  a 
half  years.  Or  was  it  when  she  realized  that  Almy 
inspired  her  with  courage  and  hope  —  well,  if  she 
needed  courage  and  hope  to  keep  Paul  well,  wasn't  it 
only  fair  and  ethical  that  she  see  Almy?  What  in 
the  world  was  there  to  conceal  or  fuss  about  —  so  she 
said  at  the  beginning  of  the  inward  war.  She  was  do- 
ing what  was  right,  what  helped  Paul.  It  all  revolved 
about  Paul.  When  Almy  sent  her  a  picture  of  himself 
taken  while  hunting,  she  did  not  admit  that  this  was 
the  right  sort  of  picture  to  send  a  woman  with  an  in- 
valid husband  I 

She  sat  and  looked  at  it,  incoherent,  unfamiliar 
thoughts  running  through  her  mind. 

Then  came  the  hot,  dusty  summer  with  Nate  and 
Darly  slipping  off  to  the  mountains  and  Stephanie  and 
Jack  touring  somewhere  else  and  even  Aunt  Reba  visit- 
ing friends  on  the  shore.  Molly  was  left  "  on  duty," 
and  a  bitter  curve  in  the  scarlet  mouth  replaced  the 
dimples.  She  read  out  loud  carelessly  and  refused  to 
play  games  —  she  said  they  made  her  nervous ;  it  was 
better  for  Paul  to  rest. 

The  sunmier  seemed  a  trifle  too  hard,  even  when 
they  all  returned  with  humorous,  enticing  stories  of 
their  trips  and  scolded  her  for  looking  so  poorly. 
What  did  any  of  them  know  —  really  know  of  this 
secret  war  I  What  did  Almy  himself  know  ?  Molly's 
face  would  crimson  at  the  thought  of  even  his  suspicion. 
He  would  despise  her,  never  come  again  or  take  her 
to  have  "  circus  days  "  in  that  splendid  spirit  of  sym- 
pathetic comradeship  —  if  he  realised  that  within  her- 
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self  was  a  rebellious  discontent,  a  mental  dependence 
upon  himself. 

She  struggled  along  somehow,  the  autumn  bringing 
new  joys,  even  if  the  patent  medicine  cures  increased 
and  PauPs  demand  for  fairy  tales  became  incessant. 
There  were  matinees  and  dinner  parties  before  the 
train.  Once  more  Molly  sat  in  the  touring-car  and 
was  taken  where  she  wished.  Of  course  it  was  proper 
—  and  Paul  knew  about  it  —  had  told  her  to  do  these 
very  things.  She  sometimes  wondered  why  she  always 
paused  to  justify  her  course  —  why  should  it  be  neces- 
sary to  justify  it?  Molly  knew  why  —  but  as  yet,  she 
did  not  choose  to  admit  the  reason,  even  to  herself. 

When  snow  fell  over  the  tiny  garden  and  Paul  be- 
gan prattling  of  Christmas  trees,  Molly  admitted  the 
reason.  She  loved  Lars  Almy !  And  as  she  admitted 
the  fact,  the  war  within  herself  seemed  to  end  —  with 
victory  for  no  one  in  particular.  It  was  easier  to  ac- 
knowledge the  fact  and  then  lock  it  away,  out  of  one^s 
very  consciousness.  It  was  a  relief  to  be  honest,  to 
know  that  the  man  who  gave  her  strength  and  joy, 
holding  her  to  the  highest  and  best  within  herself,  was 
merely  an  impersonal  philanthropist  who  gave  her  hus- 
band his  living. 

It  was  the  day  before  Christmas,  as  she  stood  watch- 
ing the  snowflakes,  that  she  came  to  this  decision. 
Again  the  evergreen  and  holly  wreaths  lay  awaiting 
decoration.  Paul's  table  tree  was  in  its  stand  in  the 
upper  hall ;  Jack  was  coming  to  trim  it.  This  was  the 
third  shut-in  Christmas  —  she  wondered  vaguely  if 
Almy  would  remember  his  own  promise,  "  I  must  surely 
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come  next  year ;  you  know  three  times  straight  running 
will  bring  luck." 

For  two  years  he  had  brought  the  Christmas  joy  into 
their  house.  The  snow  changed  to  larger,  goose- 
flakes,  indicating  a  bad  storm.  Probably  Almy  would 
not  go  to  Edgerton  this  year,  or,  ilF  he  did,  he  would 
take  a  train ;  motoring  through  such  drifts  — 

In  the  distance,  a  blurred  speck  moved  swiftly. 
Molly  began  to  watch  intently.  The  speck  became  dis- 
tinct; it  was  a  snow-covered  roadster  polling  bravely 
along. 

"  Three  times  straight  running,"  he  had  said.  She 
laughed  and  rushed  upstairs  to  brush  her  hair  I 

The  roadster  halted  like  a  snowblown  engine  out- 
side her  curb.  Almy,  climbing  out,  spied  her  in  the 
window  and  waved.  As  she  opened  the  door,  she  won- 
dered if  he  noticed  her  self-conscious  actions. 

"  Here  I  am  —  and  now  the  luck  will  begin,"  he 
announced,  promptly  going  up  to  Paul. 

She  forced  herself  to  stay  below,  doing  trivial  noth- 
ings, such  as  moving  a  vase  half  an  inch  forward  and 
half  an  inch  back,  strumming  a  chord  on  the  piano, 
humming  with  a  sudden,  excited  merriment, 

Paul's  bell  summoned  her.  She  longed  yet  dreaded 
to  go  into  the  room  and  face  them  both.  As  she  en- 
tered, Paul  raised  himself  on  his  elbow  and  smiled 
gently. 

"  Molly,  those  last  ideas  that  you  didn't  think  overly 
much  of  —  remember  ?  Well,  Mr.  Almy  was  pleased 
with  them  — " 

"  I'm  so  glad."     She  avoided  Almy's  eyes. 
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'*  He's  brought  you  something,"  Paul  continued. 
"  He  says  it  isn't  fair  for  the  trusted  messenger  not 
to  have  any  Christmas  —  it's  all  one-sided  and  he 
asked  me  if  I  minded.  Fm  delighted  —  see,  dear  — " 
Paul  held  out  a  tiny  jeweler's  box. 

She  hesitated.     Almy  did  not  speak. 

**Take  it,  Molly;  it  is  beautiful.  I  only  wish  I 
might  have  bought  it."     Paul  motioned  to  her  eagerly. 

Slowly,  she  opened  the  box.  A  wonder  circlet  of 
sapphires,  her  birthstone,  in  the  shape  of  a  ring,  lay  in- 
side. 

"  No,  no  —  I  can't,"  she  began  confusedly. 

"  Paul  ?  "  asked  Almy  pointedly. 

"  Please,  Molly-Bunch  —  there's  nothing  too  good 
for  you,"  said  her  husband  sweetly.  "  Think  of  all 
those  trips  —  just  for  me  I  For  three  whole  years, 
Molly  I" 

"We'll  call  it  a  bonus,"  Almy  interrupted.  "I 
gave  every  one  something  handsome  —  this  idle  vaga- 
bond has  no  need  of  such  stuff.  So  I  asked  permission 
to  pass  it  on  to  you.  Slip  it  on  —  is  it  the  right 
size?" 

"  Exactly."  Molly  looked  at  her  newly  decorated 
hand.     "  How  did  you  know?  " 

"I  —  took  a  chance."     Almy  smiled. 

She  left  them  to  talk  together.  Downstairs,  she 
held  up  her  hand  with  its  new,  shining  ornament  and 
gazed  at  it  for  a  long  time.  Almy  suggested  to  her 
everything  that  was  different,  everything  that  she  ap- 
proved of  and  longed  for.  He  made  Lancaster  and 
Paul   and   her   own   self   seem   shadowy,    ineffective 
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little  atoms  by  contrast  —  the  new  interest  he  brought 
into  her  life  made  all  former  years  as  stupidly  monoton- 
ous as  the  life  of  a  planted  seed  before  it  shoots 
through  the  clods  on  its  way  to  blossoming. 

She  heard  him  coming  down  and  tried  to  compose 
herself,  picking  up  a  duster  and  becoming  absorbed  in 
the  intricacies  of  the  woodwork  versus  dust. 

"  May  I  have  coffee?  "  Almy  was  smiling  down  at 
her. 

"  Of  course,  please  sit  down  —  I'll  bring  it;  every- 
thing is  in  such  a  clutter  because  —  because  of  Christ- 
mas," she  began  nervously. 

She  went  into  the  kitchen  but  he  burst  open  the  door. 
"  Molly,"  he  began  eagerly,  **  tell  me  —  do  you  like 
the  little  ring?" 

She  turned  in  startled  bewilderment. 

"  I've  known  for  a  long  time,  dearest,"  he  added,  dis- 
regarding her  surprise,  "  that  I  love  you  1  I've  wanted 
you,  Molly,  for  three  years  —  isn't  that  a  pretty  fair 
time  for  a  chap  to  wait  in  silence  1  I've  wanted  you  to 
love  me  —  tell  me,  do  you  —  is  there  hope?  I've 
fancied  sometimes,  when  I  was  acting  particularly  prig- 
gish and  like  a  charity  soup  kitchen  that  you  did  care 
—  a  very  little.  Was  I  right,  Molly  —  tell  me  — 
have  I  waited  long  enough,  honorably  —  as  any  man 
should  — '*  His  presence  seemed  to  crowd  the  small 
room. 

**Go  away;  it  is  like  a  chamber-maid  being  kissed 
behind  doors,"  she  said  weakly.  "This  is  my  hus- 
band's house!  Have  you  no  shame  or  decency,  just 
coming  from  his  room?  " 
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"  None  —  when  it  means  loving  you."  He  took 
hold  of  her  gently,  firmly  —  cleverly  1 

She  winced  but  did  not  struggle.  **  Lars,  we  must 
not  let  ourselves  care  —  go  away,  won't  you?  You 
make  it  so  hard  for  me  —  you  half  villain,  half  god. 
Go  away  —  that's  all  I  can  keep  saying.  What  do 
you  want  of  me  ?  I'm  tied  hand  and  foot  for  all  etern- 
ity. I'm  shabby  and  old  in  heart  and  bitter — 'way 
deep.  There,  now  you  know  the  truth.  I'm  not  brave 
and  fine  —  as  I  seem.  I  am  just  pretending  —  don't 
you  hate  me  now?  Aren't  you  disappointed?  I'm  a 
coward  and  a  deserter;  I'm  not  measuring  up,  Lars 
Almy.  I'm  lying  to  my  husband,  and  no  man  ever  for- 
gives a  woman  who  lies  —  no  matter  if  it  is  done  with 
the  single  aim  of  pleasing  that  same  man  I  He  always 
remembers  —  when  the  break  comes.  I've  tried  not 
to  love  you,  Lars  Almy  —  it's  been  hard  —  when  I've 
had  to  keep  coming  to  you  for  three  years  and  taking 
—  charity  1  Why  did  you  have  *  circus  days  ' —  why 
did  you  send  your  picture  —  the  flowers  —  why  did  you 
keep  coming  and  yet  acting  impersonally?  You're 
cheating,  too  —  aren't  you?  See  —  I'm  not  pretty  or 
to  be  desired  —  I'm  old,  I  tell  you,  and  my  hands  are 
rough  with  unromantic  work  —  washing  dishes  and 
cleaning  drains  —  I  will  disillusion  you,  I  must  —  I  tell 
you  I  must.  .  .  .  Things  like  this  don't  happen  except 
in  books  or  plays  —  when  they  come  to '  real  people  it 
means  that  those  people  are  bad  —  oh,  very  bad." 
She  sobbed  like  a  tired  child.  *'  What  was  I  saying  — 
oh,  yes  —  my  face  isn't  fresh  and  young  like  Stephanie's 
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and  my  hair  is  losing  its  gloss  —  don't  you  see  ?  Are 
you  blind  ?  " 

Almy  laughed.  He  put  his  rough,  dark  cheek  down 
to  Molly's  as  he  answered,  "  I  love  you.  I  loved  you 
when  I  first  saw  your  purple  eyes  in  the  sunlight. 
Rainbow,  that's  what  you  are  —  and  I  love  you.  Any- 
thing is  fair  in  love.  Don't  you  think  I've  managed 
it  pretty  well  —  so  far?" 

Molly  pushed  him  back  with  an  effort.  *'  What  do 
you  mean?"  The  purple  eyes  suddenly  cooled  with 
rage. 

"  I  mean  I  am  going  to  marry  you,"  Almy  answered 
simply;  then  he  added  with  a  sudden  rough  scorn, 
"  Molly,  you  didn't  think  I  was  an  utter  cad?  " 

"  Marry  me?    How?  "     She  laughed  bitterly. 

"  We'll  plan  it  out  when  you  come  in  January.  I 
can't  see  you  before,  can  I  ?  " 

"  I  won't  come.  I  don't  believe  you  are  sincere.  I 
will  not  see  you  again." 

"  You  will  be  my  wife  I  " 

**  I  tell  you  I  will  not  even  see  you  —  this  is  melo- 
dramatic, Lars ;  don't  make  me  a  coward,  an  utter  fail- 
ure. I  want  to  be  fair  —  oh,  it's  despicable  and  Paul 
upstairs  alone  and  trusting  —  and  telling  me  to  take 
your  ring  I     How  can  you  ?  " 

"  We  will  plan  this  so  it  hurts  no  one,"  Almy  said 
steadily.  **  I  may  be  partly  bad,  Molly  —  but  I  in- 
tend to  show  you  only  the  good  part.  You  love  me  ? 
Tell  me  —  do  you?  We  can't  get  anywhere  at  all  if 
you  don't  tell  me  the  truth." 
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She  looked  at  him  for  a  moment  in  wonder.  Then 
she  said  softly,  "  Yes  —  I  love  you,  Lars  Almy,"  and 
stopped,  horrified  at  herself. 

"  For  the  first  time  in  my  life,  I  love  some  one  bet- 
ter than  mys.elf,  better  than  anything  else  in  the  world. 
I  won't  stop  until  you  are  mine.  I  never  fail,  Molly. 
I  never  lose  out  —  ultimately.  You  are  mine  —  now 
—  but  I  will  wait  until  I  can  move  the  forces  which 
will  give  you  to  me  in  the  eyes  of  the  ponderous  law. 
I  want  Mrs.  Grundy  for  my  mother-in-law,  dearest  1 
We  won't  do  anything  rash  or  unkind.  Trust  me  — 
that  is  all  I  ask.  Just  know  that  you  are  my  Mrs. 
Molly,  that  you  will  be  my  wife.  Kiss  me  — "  He 
held  out  his  arms. 

Slowly,  fascinated,  happy,  Molly  crept  into  them.' 

"  Lars,  is  it  wrong  f  "  she  whispered.  "  Don't  make 
me  do  anything  which  I  haven't  the  right  to  do  1  " 

"  We  are  going  to  do  only  what  is  right,"  he  an- 
swered. "  The  little  blue  ring  is  our  symbol  —  true 
blue  for  honor !  " 

"  Is  it?  "  she  asked,  studying  his  face.  "  Ohl  Is 
itf  " 

"As  surely  as  I  stand  here  with  you  in  my  arms, 
Molly,  I  will  prove  to  you  that  it  is." 

"When  —  when  shall  I  come?"  she  found  herself 
saying  in  another  moment. 

"  As  soon  as  ever  you  can  1  '* 

"  Lars,  are  you  sure  you  know  your  own  mind  — 
are  you  —  quite  sure  — " 

He  stilled  her  with  a  kiss. 

Then  he  said  abruptly,  "  This  is  the  time  limit  for 
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co£Fee  —  thank  you,  Mrs.  Kail."  He  had  walked  into 
the  hall  and  was  putting  on  his  great  coat.  '*  Until 
January  —  good-bye," —  bending  down,  he  kissed  her. 

She  did  not  answer.  She  was  numbed.  She  stood 
watching  him  drive  away  in  the  gaily  decked  little  car. 
The  snow  fell  so  swiftly  that  the  tracks  were  impercept- 
ible after  a  moment  or  two.  Again,  it  might  have  all 
been  a  cruel  sort  of  dream  I 

A  lonely  unrest  made  her  go  to  her  desk  and  find 
his  picture.  Lars  Almy  loved  her  I  He  had  waited 
three  years,  he  said  —  three  years  I  Her  lips  still 
glowed  from  his  kisses ;  she  could  imagine  those  almost 
rough  arms  holding  her  fast  I  The  ring  on  her  finger 
seemed  to  irradiate  her  with  brave  hope.     True  blue 

—  for  honor,  he  said.  She  wondered  if  any  one  else 
in  the  world  had  ever  experienced  such  keen  suffering 

—  and  such  joy. 

Paul's  bell  rang.  But  the  sparkle  from  the  blue 
ring  made  it  easy  for  her  to  answer. 

"  We  will  do  nothing  that  is  wrong  or  unkind. 
Trust  me,  but  you  are  mine,"  she  repeated  to  herself 
as  she  climbed  the  stairs. 

"  Yes,  Paul?  "  There  was  more  enthusiasm  in  her 
voice  than  usual. 

"Has  he  gone?" 

"  Yes." 

"  I'm  glad  you  have  the  ring  —  it  is  beautiful.  It 
is  like  your  own  self,  Molly.  You  don't  know  how 
pretty  you  looked  when  you  stood  there,  slipping  it  on 
your  finger."     Paul's  eyes  were  filled  with  admiration. 

"  Oh,  no  —  not  at  all."     She  bit  her  lips  to  keep 
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back  the  shaming  tears.  A  harder  war  had  started 
within  herself  I  Now  that  she  had  come  to  be  honest 
regarding  Almy  and  he  had  told  of  his  love,  a  crucial 
war  which  must  decide  whether  or  not  she  should  be 
honest  with  Paul  was  inevitable. 

"  It's  like  Christmas  after  all,  isn't  it?  "  Paul  said. 
"  Just  think  I  For  three  years  Almy  has  come  here. 
.  .  .  He's  a  fine  fellow.     I  often  wonder  why  — ^" 

"  Because  your  work  pleases  him,"  Molly  said  so 
suddenly  that  she  blurred  her  words.  The  first  gun  of 
the  new  war  had  been  fired  —  on  the  dishonest  side  I 

"  I  wonder  if  it  does  please  him ;  it  seems  very  thin 
to  me.  You  know,  Molly,  I  often  lie  awake  nights 
when  you  think  I'm  asleep.  It  seems  to  me  that  in 
the  night  I'm  more  like  my  old  self,  stronger  and  able 
to  gauge  things.  Perhaps  it  is  because  I  don't  see  all 
the  medicine  bottles  and  the  wheel  chair  which  I've 
never  used  and  the  things  labelling  me  as  helpless.  I 
like  the  darkness ;  it  is  calm  and  full  of  reserve  strength. 
When  I  lie  there  I  think  of  a  lot  of  queer  things."  He 
paused. 

"What  do  you  mean?" — her  words  still  blurred. 
"  You  must  not  stay  awake  when  the  doctor  counts 
everything  on  your  good  sleeps.  It  takes  your 
strength." 

"  I  sleep  enough.  I  can't  explain  what  I  mean.  It 
seems  to  me  all  at  once  that  I'm  a  wretched  shell  of  a 
human  being  and  just  because  you  stood  at  an  altar  and 
said,  *  For  better  and  for  worse,'  you  are  doomed  to 
everlasting  care  and  toil.  It  isn't  the  way  it  should 
be  —  not  for  you,  Molly.     Nor  it  isn't  the  way  I 
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want  things.  There  is  something  revolting  about  a 
man's  dependence  on  a  woman  —  something  charming, 
almost,  when  the  situation  is  reversed.  The  sexes  can 
never  be  equal  because  they  would  become  neutral  and 
destroy  their  very  purposes  —  wouldn't  they?  I've 
thought  about  that,  too.  .  .  .  Molly,  in  all  orthodox 
faiths,  marriage  is  considered  a  sacrament,  isn't  it?  " 

"  Yes."     She  did  not  look  at  him. 

"  Ours  seemed  a  sacrament.  Some  don't  —  Steph- 
anie's for  instance.  But  when  you  said,  *  I,  Molly, 
take  thee,  Paul,'  there  was  something  holy  in  the  very 
atmosphere  —  and  when  we  knelt  for  the  blessing,  I 
felt  purified!  It  was  a  real  marriage,  Molly  —  and 
that  can  never  be  changed,  can  it?  " 

"  No."     Almy's  kisses  burned  her  lips. 

"  After  all,  when  I'm  done  fretting  and  fuming,  I 
think  that  the  reward  of  a  sacramental  marriage  is  the 
armor  of  strength  and  courage  to  a  man  and  his  wife. 
It  is  what  helps  you  endure  through  everything  —  to 
the  very  endl  Then  I'm  always  content  to  go  to 
sleep."  He  turned  his  head  on  the  pillow  slowly. 
"  I'm  sleepy  now,  Molly-Bunch  —  are  you  going  to 
trim  up  with  holly  and  evergreen  ?  " 

"  Yes." 

"  Darly  is  coming,  isn't  she?" 

"  And  Nate  —  bless  her  1  Nate's  splendid,  isn't 
she  ?  " 

"  Yes." 

"  And  you  do  think  I'll  grow  stronger  —  strong 
enough  to  be  wheeled  about?  I  want  to  see  you  in 
the  garden,  Molly  —  it's  been  a  long  time  since  I've 
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watched  the  clouds  drift  by  anything  but  a  two  by  four 
sky!" 

"  Of  course  you  will." 

*'  And  rainy  days  I  want  to  sit  on  the  porch  and 
watch  the  children  jumping  puddles,  I  want  to  feel  the 
rain  on  my  cheeks  — " 

"  You  will." 

"Jack  brought  me  a  new  puzzle  —  he's  always 
thoughtful,  isn't  he?" 

"  Always." 

"  He  said  he  didn't  think  highly  of  the  herb  salve; 
said  it  was  only  colored  vaseline.  Do  you  believe 
him?" 

"  I'm  afraid  so,  Paul." 

"  But  one  box  wouldn't  hurt  —  now,  would  it?  " 

"  Oh,  no  —  not  if  you  want  to  try." 

"  Would  you  draw  the  shade  —  the  snow  makes  my 
head  dizzy  —  I  keep  following  every  flake  that  falls 
just  between  the  rim  of  the  shade  and  the  sill,  and 
they  zigzag  frightfully.  Thank  you.  I'd  like  the  blue 
quilt  —  the  room  seems  cold.  Is  the  furnace 
checked?" 

"  I'll  go  down  and  see."  Molly  tucked  the  quilt  in 
carefully. 

"  Can't  I  have  floating  island  for  dessert  to-mor- 
row—  I'd  rather?  I  like  that  floating  island  pudding 
better  than  prune  whip." 

"  You  shall  have  it." 

"  Did  you  every  try  flavoring  it  with  caramel?  " 

"  No,  but  I  will." 

"The^ring  was  just  right,  wasn't  it?     That's  nice. 
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I'm  superstitious  about  changing  sizes.  ...  I  suppose 
Almy  gave  handsome  things  to  every  one." 

"  So  he  said." 

**  I'd  rather  have  you  have  something  than  myself 
^oh,  Molly,  this  pillow  has  slipped  'way  down  — 
thank  you,  that's  just  right." 

"  Is  there  anything  else  ?  " 

"  Won't  you  play  for  me  until  I  doze  —  play  Christ- 
mas things — *  The  Birthday  of  a  King ' —  remember 
how  we  used  to  sing  it  together  ?  And  *  Ring  out  the 
Bells  ' —  we  sang  that,  too  I  And  my  favorite  — '  God 
Rest  Ye,  Merry  Gentlemen ' —  thank  you,  Bunch." 

She  slipped  down  to  the  piano,  grateful  of  the  re- 
lease, to  strum  the  old  songs  over,  the  blue  ring  flash- 
ing hopefully  as  she  touched  the  keys.  Gladness  was 
in  her  heart  —  even  the  war  of  wars  was  forgotten. 
Almy  seemed  to  be  with  her  in  spirit;  she  kept  hearing 
him  saying: 

"  I  love  you  —  I  have  waited  three  years  —  I  want 
you  to  be  my  wife  —  you  are  mine  now!  " 

Upstairs,  Paul  dozed,  dreaming  of  Molly  I 


CHAPTER  XXIX 

ANOTHER  phase  came  gradually  to  Jack  and 
Stephanie^  without  any  perceptible  effort  on 
the  part  of  either;  —  the  phase  of  small 
meannesses,  the  deliberate  trying  to  inconvenience  and 
irritate  the  other,  the  delight  in  not  sending  a  bundle 
of  clothes  to  the  monthly  valet,  on  Stephanie's  part,  or 
forgetting  purposely  to  come  home  in  time  to  make  an 
evening's  engagement  on  Jack's.  Both  realized  the 
situation.  Both  made  the  most  of  it.  Both  told  them- 
selves they  were  "  getting  even,"  that  if  they  were  un- 
fortunate enough  to  be  married  for  all  time,  it  must  be 
a  case  of  ^^  fifty-fifty,"  as  Jack  had  said.  And  pin 
pricks  often  annoy  more  than  a  deliberate  sword  cut. 
Stephanie  thrived  under  the  new  atmosphere.  Jack 
writhed.  Yet  he  held  to  it,  neglecting  his  business  un- 
consciously in  order  that  he  might  foil  Stephanie's  plans 
in  half  a  dozen  small  ways. 

"  Jack,"  said  Darly  one  evening,  when  he  was  alone 
with  her,  "  don't  make  such  hard  work  of  being  un- 
happy. After  all,  we  can  be  calm  about  it.  These 
peculiar  stews  people  roil  themselves  into  are  hard  to 
do  away  with." 

"I?"  he  looked  up  irritably.  "I'm  not  in  any 
*  stew  *  —  I'm  not  working  hard  to  be  unhappy." 

"  Yes,    you    are.     You've    really    surrendered    to 

Stephanie  now.     She  is  the  conqueror." 

322 
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There  was  no  longer  any  pretense  on  Jack's  part  to 
his  mother  that  Stephanie  was  perfection  or  their  life 
together  ideal.  He  very  seldom  talked  of  it  when  they 
were  together,  for  the  excellent  reason  that  he  wanted, 
as  much  as  possible,  to  get  away  from  it  all  he  could. 
It  was  sufficient  to  endure  when  he  was  actually  with 
Stephanie.  He  looked  upon  Darly  and  Nate  as  his 
avenue  of  wholesome  recreation  —  and  if  he  lied  to 
Stephanie  very  often  about  seeing  them  or  about  stolen 
time  for  a  matinee  or  one  of  half  a  dozen  things  which 
a  man  usually  owes  his  wife  in  the  way  of  attention  — • 
he  always,  purposely,  left  a  loophole  which  Stephanie 
promptly  discovered,  catching  him  in  the  small  deceit 
and  sweeping  into  one  of  her  rages  I 

**  Conquered?  I  lead  my  own  life,  Darly;  don't  you 
worry.     I'm  not  going  to  do  as  Stephanie  says." 

"  Ah,  but  she  has  won.  For  you've  taken  her  mili- 
tary tactics  to  defend,  as  you've  said  yourself.  That 
alone  is  a  concession  of  her  victory.  When  one  side 
can  bring  the  other  side  to  adopt  similar  measures  in 
order  for  combat,  then  victory  is  practically  estab- 
lished. If  you,  for  instance,  had  forced  Stephanie  to 
take  the  attitude  of  high  idealed  living,  of  being  a  good 
cook  and  an  excellent  homemaker,  if  she  had  foregone 
her  friends  and  her  extravagances  to  please  you,  her 
running  of  bills,  her  frequent  home  trips,  if  she  had 
pretended  to  like  me  or  tolerate  Nate  —  then  you 
would  have  won,  she  would  have  been  obliged  to  come 
to  your  method  of  warfare.  But  none  of  this  has 
come  about.  Instead,  slowly,  and  without  realizing  it, 
you  are  sinking  to  Stephanie's  level,  whispering  to  your 
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disheartened  self  that  you  are  giving  her  a  taste  of  her 
own  medicine  1  That  is  not  worth  it."  Darly  shook 
her  faded  head. 

"  Well,  I  don't  know  what  it  is  then,  Darly,"  said 
Jack  gloomily.  **  I  know  I've  made  a  fool  of  myself. 
But  there  is  no  way  out  now.'* 

*'  Don't  lose  ideals,  Jack  —  all  this  silly  bantering 
gnaws  at  them  like  a  vagrant  rat  at  altar  lace." 

*'  How  can  you  keep  ideals  when  your  wife  doesn't 
even  make  you  a  —  a  cup  of  coffee,  when  she  haggles 
over  every  penny  you  give  her,  fights  for  it,  lies,  whines 
and  begs,  and  when  she  laughs  at  every  suggestion  to 
bury  the  hatchet  and  begin  again.  The  whole  thing, 
Darly,  is  this:  Stephanie  and  I  are  talking  at  cross 
purposes.  We  are  both  right  from  our  own  view- 
point. Stephanie  regards  marriage  as  a  matter  of  con- 
venience, of  being  supported  respectably  without  hav- 
ing to  work.  Her  time  to  be  beautiful  and  charming 
is  before  other  women's  husbands  —  and  at  her 
damned  clubs.  Her  scheme  of  life  is  eating  and  dress- 
ing and  talking  scandal ;  her  theories  of  life  — ^why,  she 
has  none,  Darly.  I  tried  to  get  her  views  as  to  a  here- 
after the  other  day,  just  for  the  sake  of  talking  about 
something  besides  ourselves.  She  said  it  was  a  place 
where  you  had  to  get  up  and  get  your  husband's  break- 
fast. That  was  the  inferno.  Paradise  was  where  you 
had  all  the  French  dresses  you  wanted  —  and  no 
mother-in-law  1  That  sort  of  flippancy  flecks  me  on 
the  raw  .  .  .  Another  time  I  tried  to  get  her  to  read 
French  with  me  and  she  was  interested  only  until  I 
assured  her  that  I  did  not  want  a  pack  of  obscene 
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novels  which  would  never  be  accepted  in  English  by  the 
American  public.  A  man  sickens  at  that  sort  of  stuff. 
Then  she  never  relents  about  what  a  fool  Molly  is. 
I'm  told  a  dozen  times  a  day  Fm  lucky  not  to  have  met 
PauFs  fate,  that  she  would  never  make  a  slave  of  her- 
self for  any  invalid  husband.  She  wants  to  keep  me 
trembling  on  the  brink  of  her  displeasure  —  with  nasty, 
sharp  digs  of  her  French  heels  every  now  and  then  to 
make  me  tremble  a  little  harder.  Well,  I  don't  trem- 
ble. I  don't  care  whether  I  adopt  her  tactics  or  not. 
I'm  ugly.  I  can't  help  telling  you  this,  Darly,  because 
it  is  so  different  from  what  I  had  ever  dreamed  of  its 
being." 

"Have  I  failed  with  you,  my  son?"  said  Darly, 
more  to  herself,  a  memory  of  all  the  past  and  future 
which  might  have  been  sweeping  over  her  with  uncon- 
trollable emotion. 

Jack  kissed  her  eagerly.  "Failed?  I've  told  you 
time  and  again,  Darly,  that  I'll  always  stay  clean,  as 
you  would  have  me.  I'll  never  take  a  leaf  from  my 
father's  book.     Never." 

"  There  are  worse  leaves  this  his  —  almost,"  she 
said  simply. 

"What?"  Jack  looked  at  her  impatiently.  All 
womankind  irritated  him.  Stephanie's  raging  and  un- 
reasonable  selfishness  had  tinged  everything  in  femin- 
ine form.  He  was  becoming  indifferent  to  women,  no 
matter  what  the  relationship.  They  were  all  queer,  im- 
pulsive creatures  with  a  dozen  vagaries  to  match  the 
hours  of  the  clock. 

"  Suppose  you  are  successful  in  business,  that  you 
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manage  to  make  a  decided  division  of  your  life,  bar- 
ring out  Stephanie  yet  not  divorcing  her?  Suppose 
you  go  along  apparently  well  poised  and  prosperous, 
while  all  the  time  your  soul  is  like  a  ragged,  forlorn 
beggar  sitting  on  the  dreary,  wet  curb  of  an  unlighted 
street  at  twilight  I  That  hunger  will  grow,  Jack  —  it 
will  master  you.  You  cannot  afford  to  lose  ideals. 
None  of  us  can.  They  are  part  of  life  itself  —  you 
are  fighting  battles  with  them  now,  that  is  what  has 
made  the  fine  lines  about  your  eyes  and  the  drawn, 
hurt  expression  of  your  lips," —  Darly^s  hand  touched 
his  face  gently.  "  You  will  cither  lose  yourself  abso- 
lutely —  or  else  the  day  will  come  when  you  will  cast 
aside  Stephanie  I "  Something  of  the  old  dramatic 
Darly  rose  to  the  occasion  and  the  power  of  her  voice 
made  Jack  start  —  within  himself. 

Outwardly,  he  was  not  convinced.  "  You  say  it  well, 
Darly,  and  I'm  not  denying  that  what  you  say  is  true. 
But,  of  course,  that  last  is  impossible.  This  isn't  a 
pUy  —  with  three  smart  acts,  a  jolly  overture,  and  a 
good  chafing-dish  supper  for  the  spectators.  It  is  life. 
And  you  can't  and  don't  do  those  things.  Ideals  aren't 
enough  to  make  a  man  divorce  his  wife  and  be  ruined 
in  the  business  and  social  worlds." 

**  Ideals  aren't  enough  — ^"  Darly  shook  her  head. 
"  I  divorced  my  husband.  Jack." 

"  Yes,  but  you,  Darly,  you  are  a  woman  —  you  mar- 
ried an  unfaithful  cad.  That  was  different.  .  .  . 
Besides,  you  came  right  away.     I  couldn't." 

"  Unfaithfulness  of  the  soul  is  the  greatest  crime  in 
the  world  — " 
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"  Please,  I've  rapped  three  times."  Molly,  over- 
hearing the  last,  stood  in  confusion  in  the  doorway. 

Jack  jumped  up  and  handed  her  a  chair.  Darly 
smiled  without  speaking. 

"  I  came  up  to  say  good-bye ;  Vm  going  to  New  York 
to-morrow  with  the  criticisms.  You  know  I  was  to 
have  gone  a  month  ago  but  Paul  had  the  setback. 
And  he's  doubly  anxious.  Nate  is  coming  down  to 
stay,  isn't  she,  Darly  ?  I  —  I  wanted  to  ask  you  about 
something." 

Molly's  eyes  were  light  blue,  a  most  unusual  happen- 
ing. She  was  dressed  in  her  best,  also  unusual  for 
Molly  these  days,  and  there  was  a  tense,  excited  air 
about  her  which  even  Jack  observed. 

**  I'll  go  along,"  he  volunteered. 

"  No,  please  don't  —  I'll  only  be  a  minute  and  then 
we'll  walk  down  together.     I  hate  going  alone." 

"What  was  it,  Molly?" 

"  Do  you  think  —  and  Jack,  too  —  that  it  would  be 
wrong  for  me  to  get  a  practical  nurse  for  Paul  ?  You 
see,  it's  so  much  work  —  day  and  night,  and  I  have  to 
drag  poor  Nate  away  for  the  times  I'm  bound  to  be  in 
New  York.  And  unless  I  go  myself  and  remember  all 
that  Paul  says,  it  would  never  get  itself  on  paper,  for 
he's  too  feeble.  Of  course,  it  is  easier  to  have  a  nurse, 
now  that  Mr.  Almy  has  engaged  Paul  as  consultant. 
And  I've  been  trying  to  make  myself  be  sensible  about 
help.     I  don't  believe  I  could  hold  out  alone." 

"  Of  course  get  one  —  get  her  right  away,"  advised 
Jack  briefly. 

But  Darly  leaned  forward  and  clasped  her  pretty, 
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beringed  fingers  together  slowly.  "  Just  why  do  you 
hesitate  ? ''  she  asked,  her  gray  eyes  studying  Molly*s 
face. 

Molly  flushed.  "I  —  I  don't  know.  Just  that  Paul 
wants  me  to  be  with  him  so  much  and  a  stranger  com- 
ing in  would  —  well,  it  seemed  unfeeling,  perhaps. 
You  know,  Darly,*'  she  added  in  a  high,  unpoised 
voice,  "I  —  I  don't  ever  want  to  do  anything  unkind 

—  or  hasty." 

"  No.  It  would  be  what  I  was  just  telling  Jack  — 
unfaithfulness  of  the  soul !  " 

"Would  it?"  Molly  looked  past  Darly  vaguely. 
She  had  turned  pale. 

"  I  know  all  that  Darly,"  Jack  turned  to  her 
abruptly,  unable  to  sever  himself  from  the  conversa- 
tion, "  but  what  you  just  said  wasn't  practical.  People 
may  write  about  such  things  and  make  up  jolly  poems 
concerning  them,  but  they  don't  and  they  can't  live  'em 

—  the  rest  of  the  world  won't  let  you.  The  nearest 
any  of  us  get  to  it  is  to  read  about  some  one  who  does 
and  then  go  out  under  the  trees  of  a  summer  afternoon 
and  dream  I  " 

"  Some  day  the  world  will  let  the  world  live  that 
way,  at  least  there  is  no  great  harm  in  an  old  lady  hav- 
ing such  a  vision."  Darly  laughed.  "  It  certainly 
shows  that  my  liver  is  amiable!  I  don't  think,  how* 
ever,  that  people  quite  understand.  Ideals  are  the 
most  practical  things  in  the  world,  the  most  helpful  — 
in  the  end,  the  most  economical.  And  I  don't  think 
that  divorce  is  generally  understood." 


s  opened  the  kiichen  door,    '-llood-bye  pal,"  he  said  in  spite 

of  himself;  "don't  forget  the  promise  about 

the  garden."     See  page  1^4 
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Molly  moved  uneasily  in  her  chair.  "  Tell  me  what 
you  think  of  divorce,"  she  begged. 

"  Tell  you  ?  My  dear,  there  is  no  use  in  telling 
you,"  Darly  answered  after  a  brief  pause.  Jack  had 
risen  and  stood  at  the  window,  his  back  turned  to  them 
both.  There  was  the  sudden  frankness  and  breaking 
down  of  conventional  barriers  between  the  three,  the 
wreckage  of  formality  and  trivial  politeness  which 
happens  when  the  problems  of  human  destiny  hang  in 
the  balance. 

"  Yes,  there  is,"  Molly  persisted  in  a  soft,  stifled 
voice.     "  Tell  me." 

"  No,  you  cannot  live  another  person's  life.  They 
must  live  it  for  themselves  —  and  talk  afterwards. 
Talking  beforehand  is  usually  a  waste  of  one's  words 
and  emotions.  Explaining  why  and  why  not  to  do  this 
is  like  telling  a  creeping  infant  the  proper  foot  move- 
ments enabling  him  to  walk.  He  must  go  on  tottering 
and  creeping  and  falling,  bruised  time  after  time,  until 
he  has,  to  his  own  satisfaction,  learned  to  stand  un- 
supported. Sermonizing  and  moralizing  is  only  inter- 
esting, really,  for  those  who  have  already  benefited 
from  the  problem  being  expounded.  The  younger 
generation,  fragrant  with  youth,  turn  from  the  sour 
endings  of  old  age  I  They  seek  each  other's  eyes  and 
their  pulses  throb  and  their  hearts  beat  rapidly  —  love 
and  the  cosmic  urge  divert  them  from  the  most  bitter 
tragedy  in  the  world  —  when  told  by  talking!  There 
is  no  use  in  it.  The  younger  generation  dismisses  the 
effort  expended  in  their  behalf  with  the  curt  and  amus- 
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ing  summary:  '  Yes,  they  made  bad  mistakes  —  how 
stupid  of  them.  We  won't.  We  shall  not  worry. 
We  are  dif  event/  And  then  they  promptly  go  and 
repeat  the  bad  mistakes  with  the  same  stupidity.  And 
end,  by  talking  feverishly  against  time  to  some  other 
faulty,  lovely  youngster  starting  anew  1 " 

"  Talking  helps  —  sometimes." 

"  Yes,  when  you  are  at  the  turning  point  —  perhaps 
—  and  have  transgressed  far  enough  to  taste  the  first 
fruits  of  remorse  and  indecision.  But  never  for  a  be- 
ginner —  like  puppies  chewing  soap  and  expecting  it  to 
taste  differently  from  any  other  soap  in  the  world.'' 
Darly  went  over  to  her  little  piano  and  sat  down, 
strumming  plaintive,  minor  chords. 

The  young  people  turned  to  watch  her,  fascinated. 
Darly  had  the  same  grace  and  charm  as  when  she  had 
played  the  Juliet  which  set  London  agog.  In  her 
lavender  silk  frock  with  a  frill  of  lace  at  the  throat, 
her  faded  hair  piled  high  on  her  Grecian  head,  she 
looked  as  if  she  had  stepped  from  the  frame  of  some 
old  master,  quickening  magically  into  life.  Jack  was 
boorish  beside  her.  Molly  felt  like  a  kitchen  maid. 
Darly  had  the  invaluable  faculty  of  making  others  look 
at  themselves  as  well  as  at  her. 

"  But  there's  a  flaw  in  your  logic,"  her  son  told  her, 
after  a  moment.  '^  You  say  there  is  no  use  talking  and 
explaining  and  all  that  stuff.  But,  Darly,  don't  you 
see  —  you  would  preach  a  doctrine  in  favor  of  letting 
every  young,  colicky  soul  go  forth  and  get  s-scratched  ? 
You  wouldn't  try  to  save  any  one.  We  would  all  keep 
on  making  mistakes  without  any  end  of  it  I  " 
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MoUy  looked  hopeful. 

Darly  played  a  queer  little  prelude.  **  Those  who 
never  make  mistakes  never  do  anything,  mes  en f ants/ 
The  younger  generation,  if  they  heeded  preaching  and 
behaved  themselves  with  utmost  grace  and  virtue  unto 
the  end  of  the  chapter,  would  soon  breed  a  race  of  imi- 
tations. Perfect,  china-doll  puppets  —  for  imitations 
have  no  soul  I  The  only  thing  in  the  world  that  de- 
velops a  soul  is  to  discipline  it  bravely  —  and  to  do 
that  requires —- enemies  —  trying  not  to  —  mes  en-- 
fants,  the  greatest  religion  in  the  world  was  founded 
by  the  Man  who  spoke  and  the  people  would  not  listen, 
who  preached  and  met  with  scoffers,  and  who  finally 
died  on  the  Cross,  admitting  the  defeat  of  words,  that 
His  people  might  see  and  believe.  After  that  —  does 
it  not  seem  idle  to  try  to  tell  ourselves  that  we  may 
speak  and  the  world  w>ll  listen? ''  Suddenly,  without 
warning,  she  burst  into  the  old  French  song,  "  Au  Clair 
de  Lune,"  singing  it  softly  and  playing  a  sparkling 
accompaniment. 

Jack  and  Molly  were  silent. 

By  and  by,  Molly  made  another  attempt.  "  Darly, 
I  hope  you  don't  mind  my  asking  this  —  Jack  won*t. 
He  knows  I  understand.  You  were  talking  about 
divorce  when  I  came  in,  were  you  not?  '* 

Darly  nodded,  drawing  her  song  to  a  close.  She 
wheeled  about  to  face  Molly.  Molly  shrank  from  the 
gray  eyes. 

"  What  —  what  do  you  think  about  divorce,  Darly? 
Jack  and  the  world  have  the  old  idea  of  unfaithful* 
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ness  —  do  you  think  there  are  other  things  justifying 
it?" 

"How  can  you  justify  divorce  except  for  that?" 
her  son  added.  "  I  think  it  is  a  rotten  thing,  a  leper, 
the  less  we  have  of  it  the  better.  I'd  rather  suffer  it 
out  to  the  end." 

"  To  say  that  no  divorce  shall  be  granted  except  for 
this  or  that  cause  is  absOrd  —  like  making  all  the 
houses  in  one  State  o-f  one  size  and  style  and  expecting 
every  one  always  to  live  in  them  regardless  of  family  or 
income  or  else  go  into  another  State  and  find  another 
style  and  size  —  a  trifle  bizarre  simile,  I  grant  —  but 
true,"  Darly  began  quickly.  "  Divorce  is,  first  and  for 
all  time,  purely  a  question  of  personal  experience  and 
limitations.  All  the  talking  in  the  world  can  never 
stop  it  —  or  settle  it.  It  is  seldom  a  thing  for  public 
arbitration.  A  marriage  to  be  a  marriage  must  be 
both  physical  and  spiritual  in  its  complements.  And 
yet,  it  may  dispense  with  even  the  physical  side  and  still 
endure.  But  without  the  spiritual  incentive,  it  no 
longer  remains  a  marriage  but  changes  into  a  travesty, 
a  dull,  respectable  fort  behind  which  cowards  cringe 
rather  than  face  the  accusing  forces  of  those  who  have 
never  lived  —  merely  talked. 

*'  No  one  can  say,  '  You  must  live  with  this  man,'  or 
'  This  woman  shall  bear  your  name  until  the  last  day 
of  her  life  I '  What  does  the  law  or  a  careless  judge 
or  a  vulgarly  curious  jury  know  of  the  inner  life  of 
man  and  woman  with  all  its  thousand,  lovely,  intimate 
mysteries  and  joys,  or  its  thousand  hideous  onmipres- 
ent  secrets  and  sorrows,  springing  from  a  thousand 
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different  impulses,  a  thousand  different  cross  currents  I 
No  one  —  save  that  man  and  that  woman.  And  who 
could  tell  them  —  honestly  —  to  an  indifferent  world  I 
No  one.  Only  one's  own  thoughts  express  these 
things  —  thoughts  which  begin  where  vague  words 
leave  off !     You  both  know  that  this  is  true." 

"Then  divorce  is  a  necessary  evil?"  asked  Jack 
moodily. 

"  There  always  has  been  divorce,  there  always  will 
be  divorce.  It  is  not  a  necessary  evil  —  a  necessary 
institution  of  justice,  the  nucleus  of  which  must  be  hon- 
esty. Until  men  and  women  can  be  honest  during  the 
days  of  courtship,  showing  their  real  selves  and  inten- 
tions to  the  other,  just  so  long  will  there  be  disillusion- 
ment and  ruination  of  their  marriages.  Honesty  is 
bound  to  prevail,  even  if  it  is  slow  in  throwing  off  the 
shackles  of  deceit.  Oh,  you  can't  make  people  think 
so  —  they  are  all  egotistical  enough  to  think  that  they, 
per  se,  can  subdue  the  very  elements.  Again,  it  is  no 
sense  telling  them.  They  must  learn  it  first  hand. 
But,  eventually,  water  finds  its  own  level  —  even 
though  you  may  wish  to  convince  yourself  that  it  does 
not.  It  does.  Just  as  justice  and  brains  always  domi- 
nate over  flattery  and  physical  charm.  The  latter  may 
divert  —  but  it  can  never  sustain.  It  is  deceit  which 
makes  the  divorce  rate  so  high.  When  you  see  scare- 
head  statistics  about  it,  you  can  tell  yourselves,  *  We 
are  getting  to  be  a  race  of  liars.'  For  we  have  de- 
ceived somewhere  along  the  road.  Would  you  want 
to  foster,  deceit,  honor  falsehood,  encourage  the 
strangling   of   ideals?    Well,    that   is   yfhzt  you   do 
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when  you  preach  against  the  right  sort  of  divorce.*' 
**Ah,  but,  Darly,  how  many  are  there  who  want 
divorces  because  of  ideals  ?    They  want  more  material 
happiness  or  advancement  I ''     Jack  shook  his  head. 

"  True  —  but,  eventually,  through  a  long,  hard  ex- 
perience, they  will  be  defeated.  The  majority  who 
seek  divorce,  which  is  neither  an  easy  or  a  pleasant 
thing  to  seek  and  make  part  of  your  personal  history, 
are  honest.  Now,  for  instance  —  oh  —  well — " 
Darly  turned  back  to  the  keys  and  began  to  play  » lit- 
tle theme  in  a  dignified,  stilted  fashion,  as  if  her  mind 
was  completely  engrossed  on  her  technique,  not  on  her 
words.  *'  A  man  has  the  right  to  divorce  a  parasite 
wife,  however  virtuous  she  may  be,  if  she  will  not  bear 
his  children  or  share  his  hill  climbing!  On  the  other 
hand,  no  woman  shall  dare  to  desert  her  husband  say 
—  well  —  financially  impoverished  through  an  un- 
avoidable fatality  —  or  taken  very  ill  —  just  because 
she  desires  the  easy,  voluptuous,  selfish  love  of  a  rich, 
strong  man!  And  there  is  the  rub.  The  average 
man  of  to-day  worries  along  somehow  with  the  parasite 
wife  —  and  sows  wild  oats  as  a  sop  to  his  disappointed 
ideals.  *  Divorce?  Beastly  stuff  —  never  —  I'll  man- 
age,' says  he,  while  the  average  woman  is  not  strong 
enough  to  starve  her  desires  and  strengthen  her  soul. 
She  leaves  the  husband  and  murders  her  own  salvation. 
"  Like  every  great  institution,  divorce  is  abused  — 
but  that  does  not  lessen  the  need  of  it.  Show  me  the 
charity  in  the  world  which  has  not  its  disgraceful  record 
of   cheats    and   impostors?     Well,    have   the   cheats 
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lasted  ?  Never.  Has  the  charity  endured  ?  Always  I 
Why  were  there  cheats  —  aping  even  a  aun's  garment 
and  begging  alms  for  the  '  sick  and  po<^^^^  Because 
they  hid  in  the  shadow  of  the  charity's  goodness  —  and 
the  world,  so  confident  of  that  goodness,  did  not  stop 
to  question.  But  they  always  undid  themselves  in  some 
wretched  way — and  the  world,  enraged  because  6f 
the  abuse  of  something  honest,  supported  the  charity 
with  twice  the  zeal.  ...  So  it  is  with  divorce !  " 

'^  If  there  were  some  question  one  could  ask  oneself, 
some  measuring  stick  to  determine  just  what  you  ought 
to  do,"  murmured  Molly. 

"There  is,"  Darly  ended  the  theme.  She  began 
playing  an  old  lullaby  with  a  tender  throb  in:the  motif. 
"  Without  service,  one  can  have  no  conscious  soul,  and 
without  a  consciousness  of  soul,  there  dkrvht  no  ser- 
vice. The  two  are  one  for  all  time.  Instead  of  ap- 
pealing to  the  laws  granting  a  divorce,  there  is  a  better 
way  to  decide  the  question  which  may  make  or  unmake 
a  life.  Ask  yourselves  this :  *  Will  it  drug  my  soul?  ' 
And  if  the  answer  be  yes,  then  at  any  cost,  remove  or 
say  no  to  the  question." 

"  You  never  believe  in  re-marriage  after  divorce?  " 
asked  Molly. 

"  Why  not?  Again,  it  is  a  question  of  hpnesty  with 
one's  self.  It  is  the  same  as  the  first  marriage  or  the 
divorce.  We  are  a  romantic  race  and  we  have  built  up 
a  long  standing  tradition  of  sentimental  ideas,  which 
are,  in  reality,  lacking  in  sentiment.  First  love,  the 
first  kiss,  the  first  marriage,  may  be  more  disastrous. 
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when  we  come  to  analyze  it  with  the  clearer  eyes  of 
middle  age,  than  anything  else  which  happens  in  our 
lives.  But  Romance  never  admits  that  human  nature 
can  make  a  mistake  I 

'*  We  see  a  handsome  man  stalking  about  in  a  forest. 
He  promptly  carries  the  yellow-haired  lady  ofi  on 
horseback  and  marries  her.  *  Ah,  he  is  the  man,  the 
one  and  only  hero,'  we  say,  and  yet,  never  in  the  printed 
page  but  too  often  in  reality,  that  handsome  vagabond 
is  not  half  so  worthy  as  some  one  whom  the  yellow- 
haired  lady  has  lived  beside  all  her  life.  Only  the 
some  one  has  never  been  given  the  setting  enabling 
him  to  carry  her  off  on  horseback  I  Divorce,  to  con- 
clude this  young  course  in  ethics,  is  first  and  last  a  mat- 
ter of  values.  And  determining  values  determines  the 
future  of  humanity.  As  for  re-marriage  —  it  is  the 
same  pro.blem  with  the  same  measuring  stick.  Will 
it  stifle  my  soul  while  it  delights  my  purse,  my  pride, 
and  my  body  I  Ah,  if  we  only  would  be  honest  before 
it  is  too  late  I "  She  stopped  playing  abruptly. 
"Want  some  tea,  children?" 

"  No,"  they  answered,  each  engrossed  with  his  own 
thoughts. 

"  I  suppose  you'll  see  your  cousins,  Molly?  Do 
you  go  there  for  lunch?  "  Darly  began  hunting  for  a 
book  she  promised  to  loan  Jack. 

**No,  I  don't  bother — I'm  usually  —  busy." 
Molly  rose.  "  Then  you  think  it  would  be  all  right  to 
engage  a  nurse?  " 

"  Of  course.  Because  you  are  always  so  close  at 
hand  that  it  will  hardly  seem  as  if  a  stranger  were  tak- 
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ing  any  care  of  Paul,"  Darly  told  her,  watching  the 
flush  in  her  cheeks.  "  Remember  me  to  Mr,  Almy. 
He  is  very  generous  to  help  you  so  much." 

"  Isn't  he  ?  "  Molly  answered  dully. 

Jack  tucked  the  book  under  his  arm.  .  ^'  Coming, 
Molly?" 

"  All  ready  —  good-bye."  They  looked  in  at  the 
kitchen  to  say  hullo  to  Hetty  and  then  they  walked 
down  the  slippery  hill  together. 

Darly  watched  them.  She  looked  back  at  the  pic- 
ture of  the  child  Jack,  hanging  on  the  wall,  so  simple 
and  innocent  in  his  little  velvet  jacket  and  deep  lace 
collar. 

"  Have  I  failed  with  you,  my  son?  "  she  said  aloud. 
"  Would  it  have  been  better  to  have  gone  on  with  my 
own  life  ?  "  Darly  looked  suddenly  old,  a  frailness 
passed  over  her  face  like  a  prophetic  shadow.  "  They 
are  trying  to  fool  themselves,  the  stupid,  blundering 
dears  —  Sandy,  it's  so  hard  to  see  them  go  blind  to  the 
auction  I"  She  leaned  down  to  pat  Sandy's  shaggy 
head.     But  he  did  not  stir. 

"  Sandy  —  you've  gone  ahead,"  she  said  like  a  sur- 
prised child,  dropping  beside  the  grizzled  body.  Then 
she  smiled.  The  shadow  seemed  to  settle  per- 
manently about  her  faded  head. 


CHAPTER  XXX 

DARLY  felt  she  must  go  to  sec  Stephanie. 
Her  absence  had  become  painfully  marked. 
But  when  she  found  Aunt  Reba  home  alone, 
engaged  in  reconstructing  a  feather  boa  for  herself,  she 
was  relieved. 

"  I'm  ever  so  glad  to  see  you,  Mrs.  Heath,''  Aunt 
Reba  began.  "  Stephanie  went  to  a  party  this  after- 
noon. Dear  me,  that  girl  never  lacks  for  invitations. 
I'm  sure,  if  she  were  in  a  desert  island,  she  would  man- 
age to  dress  well  and  to  have  a  good  time.  It's  fortu- 
nate, isn't  it  —  seeing  that  she  has  to  be  in  such  a  small 
town  ?  " 

"  Yes,  it  is."  Darly  always  looked  around  the  apart- 
ment with  surprised  eyes.  It  was  twice  as  well  fur- 
nished as  the  old,  with  the  same  exact,  uncomfortable 
smartness,  from  the  old  rose  Wilton  rugs  to  the  old 
rose  and  gray  tapestry  furniture  and  the  crowded  china 
cabinet.  Jack's  den  was  a  bower  of  shirred  cushions 
and  an  old  rose  bird  bath,  a  soft  reading  light,  some 
real  books  in  light  bindings  and  a  chaise  lounge.  But 
there  was  no  trace  of  a  pipe  or  an  ash  tray  or  a  read- 
ing chair. 

"  Do  they  like  this  place  as  well  as  the  other?  "  she 
asked  Aunt  Reba. 

''  Dear  me,  yes."  Aunt  Reba  had  apologized  about 
being  busy  and  continued  her  work.     She  was  going  to 
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wear  the  boa  that  evening.  "  Stephanie  was  never  con- 
tent upstairs,  you  see;  all  the  rooms  are  larger  and  the 
den  gives  just  enough  space  to  have  five  tables  of  cards. 
You  never  could  have  but  three  before  unless  they 
played  in  the  hall.  And  Stephanie  has  joined  a  new 
club.'*  Aunt  Reba's  shrewd  face  beamed  as  she  ex- 
plained it.  ^'  They  call  it  the  Clothes  Club  and  it  is  a 
very  secret  affair.  All  the  members  put  in  so  much 
money  and  then  they  buy  handsome  articles  of  clothing 
—  the  prizes  go  to  those  who  win,  of  bourse  —  they 
play  rum.  Now,  my  dear,  you  see  there  really  is  some 
sense  in  it  instead  of  spending  the  money  on  hand- 
painted  china  or  tomfoolery.  Every  one  gets  enough 
of  that  stuff  at  Christmas  or  anniversaries.  Fm  sure 
Stephanie  couldn't  put  another  thing  in  her  cabinet.*' 
She  glanced  proudly  at  the  display. 

"  I  am  sure  she  has  a  great  many  lovely  things." 
Darly  felt  so  utterly  a  stranger  in  a  strange  land,  when 
she  came  to  the  apartment  house,  that  she  was  merely 
politely  interested.  If  it  had  been  Molly,  she  would 
have  scolded  her  roundly. 

"  Now,  for  instance  —  the  last  meeting  they  had  a 
wonderful  white  Gorgette  crepe  and  white  taffeta 
waist  —  with  ermine  tabs.  A  dream  —  it  cost  fifteen 
dollars.  It  was  just  Stephanie's  size.  And  she  won 
it  I  You  know,  Stephanie  always  does  what  she  sets 
out  to  do  —  but  she  must  do  it  her  own  way.  And  I 
will  say,  except  for  little  tantrums,  she  can  be  angelic. 
Every  one  in  the  club  envied  her  that  waist  but  Steph- 
anie was  so  sweet  about  winning  it  that  they  all  said 
they  were  glad  it  was  Stephanie.     Another  time,  they 
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had  a  box  of  gloves  and  one  of  stockings  and  a  silk 
petticoat  —  nine  ruffles,  if  there  was  one  I  Stephanie 
won  the  stockings  and  as  she  didn't  need  them  she 
traded  with  the  girl  who  won  the  petticoat  and  paid 
her  two  dollars  beside.  She  really  got  the  best  of  the 
bargain.  They  have  made  Stephanie  the  buyer  be- 
cause she  has  such  perfect  taste  in  clothes.  She  picked 
out  a  lovely  little  silk  kimono  and  two  hand-embroid- 
ered nightgowns.  They  will  be  played  for  each  week. 
Don't  you  think  they  arc  sensible  girls,  Mrs.  Heath?  " 

"  I  never  heard  of  the  idea  before,"  said  Darly, 
finding  herself  bored  and  fidgety. 

"  Of  course,  I  don't  approve  of  Stephanie's  playing 
for  money  as  much  as  she  does  —  she  keeps  ahead  of 
the  game,  and  when  Jack  objected  she  simply  told  him 
that  it  was  no  loss  to  him,  so  he  had  no  right  to  com- 
plain. Jack  is  surely  old-fashioned  —  but  he's  a  dear 
boy,  Mrs.  Heath.  Only,  he  sometimes  reminds  me  of 
a  wild  animal  in  a  cage." 

"  Exactly,"  Darly  nodded  enthusiastically. 

Aunt  Reba  laid  down  her  work.  "  Did  you  know 
that  Stephanie  has  stopped  buying  second-hand  clothes 
since  this  new  club  was  formed?"  she  said.  "She 
had  a  wonderful  shop  on  Sixth  Avenue  where  she  used 
to  get  a  good  many  of  her  things.  Do  you  remember 
the  lemon  silk  poplin?  " 

"Quite  well?" 

"  That  belonged  in  the  Vanderbilt  family,"  Aunt 
Reba  whispered,  "  and  she  only  paid  twenty-five  dollars 
forjt!" 

"  How  fortunate." 
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"  Do  you  know/'  continued  Aunt  Reba,  *'  I  think 
you  make  an  admirable  mother-in-law.  Really  Steph- 
anie  thinks  so,  too.  You  do  keep  to  yourself  and  let 
Stephanie  run  her  home  as  she  wishes.  I  was  afraid 
you  wouldn't." 

"  Thank  you." 

"  Stephanie  and  Jack  get  on  fairly  well.  Of  course, 
Stephanie  has  moods  and  Jack  has  grouches  and  they 
don't  fool  each  other  about  being  madly  in  love  any 
more.  But  that's  just  as  well  —  after  the  first  year, 
it  is  quite  a  strain  to  keep  it  up.  You  know,  I  have 
come  to  think  that  Stephanie  couldn't  have  done  any 
better  and  that  they  will  get  along  ten  years  from  now 
as  well  as  to-day.  Oh,  yes,  Stephanie  is  getting  a 
new  pattern  in  silver  —  she  has  selected  the  Broom 
Corn  design  —  have  you  seen  it  ?  "  Aunt  Reba  bus- 
tled away  for  a  fork. 

Darly  admired  the  pattern  and  the  new  draperies 
and  looked  at  her  watch.  Then,  unexpectedly,  Steph- 
anie came  in.  The  hostess  was  ill  and  the  party  dis- 
banded. She  looked  extremely  well,  for  she  wore  the 
recently  won  prize  waist  and  her  black  broadcloth  suit, 
a  sweeping  white  hat  and  some  coral  jewelry.  She 
kissed  Darly  prettily  and  began  to  make  her  a  cup  of 
tea. 

"  Did  Jack  tell  you  he  was  going  to  get  an  automo* 
bile  ?  "  she  asked,  coming  in  with  the  napkins. 

"No.     Is  he?" 

"  Yes.  I've  kept  at  him  and  kept  at  him  and  just 
made  him  ask  the  company  for  one.  Utter  nonsense 
that  their  best  salesman  didn't  have  a  machine.     So 
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they  are  going  to  give  him  one.  Not  a  grand  afiair 
—  like  this  Lars  Ahny's  —  but  good  enough  to  start 
with.  We  can  trade  it  in  later  for  a  real  touring  car. 
Now,  rU  let  Jack  travel  all  he  likes  because  I  am  going 
to  learn  to  run  the  machine,  and  when  he^s  not  in 
town  I  can  entertain  people  all  the  time.  I  have  a 
motor  hat  all  ready.  You  must  drive  with  us  —  some- 
times." 

"  That  will  be  very  nice." 

Stephanie  stopped  to  find  fault  with  her  aunt^s  boa 
and  readjust  it  and  eat  another  cake.  Then  she  asked, 
"Pidn't  Molly  Kail  go  to  New  York?" 

"  Yes,  she  left  to-day  at  noon." 

''  Oh,  I  thought  she  took  the  early  morning  train 
and  would  come  back  very  late  at  night." 

**  The  trip  would  be  too  hard  for  her.  Molly's  tired 
out.  So  I  believe  she  is  going  to  stay  at  a  hotel  over 
night.  A  good  deal  of  responsibility  rests  upon 
Molly;  she  has  to  keep  everything  Paul  tells  her  in 
her  head  and  it  is  an  effort." 

"  Is  Paul  so  very  wonderful  that  they  send  clear  to 
Lancaster  just  for  his  blessing?"  demanded  Steph- 
anie. 

Darly  shrugged  her  shoulders.  ^'  It  seems  so.  I 
don't  know  much  about  it,  except  what  they  have  told 
me.  Paul  has  talked  more  than  Molly.  He  seems 
to  feel  it  is  a  wonderful  chance  for  him,  considering 
his  condition.     I  think  so  myself." 

"  Well,  I  tell  you  what  /  think."  Stephanie  poured 
some  tea.  ''  I  think  this  man  Almy  likes  Molly 
and  he  simply  uses  it  as  a  pretext.     Molly's  a  trans- 


PARADISE  AUCTION  343 

parent    little    thing.     She    couldn't    manage    things 
cleverly,  you  know." 

''  I  don't  think  it  is  quite  fair  for  us  to  say  such 
things,  Stephanie.  They  are  not  true.  Paul  is  a  capa- 
ble architect  with  the  peculiar  twist  in  his  work  which 
appeals  to  Mr.  Abny.  But  even  if  they  were  true, 
it  doesn't  behoove  us  to*  sit  and  smugly  gossip."  Darly 
rose« 

**  Why,  Mother  Heath,  as  if  I  meant  anything  ter- 
rible." Stephanie  was  wide-eyed  in  astonishment. 
"  Oh,  you  completely  misunderstand  me.  I  didn't  — 
just  that  Mr.  Almy  is  sorry  for  Molly.  As  if  poor 
little  Molly  had  anything  attractive  about  her  except 
her  eyes  I     She  dresses  like  an  old  woman." 

''  Well,  please  don't  say  even  that  much  outside, 
Stephanie;  you  know  talking  is  the  most  useless  yet 
most  dangerous  thing  in  the  world.  Like  leaving 
matches  about  for  children  to  set  afire  aimlessly  I " 

"  Are  you  going?  I'm  sorry.  Jack  will  be  in 
soon." 

"  I  must  go  —  thank  you  for  the  tea ;  it  was  very 
nice. 

"Don't  you  know  anything  new?"  demanded  her 
daughter-in-law,  balancing  herself  on  the  chair  arm. 
She  was  really  thinking  that  she  no  longer  envied 
Darly  in  anything  she  had  or  did.  That  phase  was 
ended.  Her  things  might  be  rich  and  unusual  but  they 
lacked  style,  and  now  that  she  and  Jack  had  reached 
a  definite  understanding  she  did  not  care  what  he  did 
with  his  time,  as  long  as  he  did  not  care  what  she  did 
with  hersl 
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''  Sandy  is  dead,"  Darly  added. 

**  I'm  glad  of  it;  he  was  a  nuisance  to  every  one, 
wasn't  he?"  comforted  Stephanie. 

^'  Like  all  old  things."  Darly's  eyes  twinkled  as  she 
glanced  at  Aunt  Reba. 

When  Jack  came  home,  Stephanie  told  him  the  news 
and  then  laughed  at  his  seriousness  and  asked  if  he 
was  thinking  of  buying  a  headstone. 

'*  You'd  laugh  if  I  died,"  he  said  with  a  snarl. 

*'  I'd  at  least  be  happy  I  could  wear  black.  Some 
look  muggy  in  it." 

^'  Just  what  would  you  do  if  I  died?  "  he  asked  curi- 
ously. 

^*  I'd  take  your  insurance  money  and  go  to  New 
York  and  buy  a  lot  of  ducky  clothes  and  I'd  sit  in  a 
hotel  lobby  until  some  nice,  simple-minded  old  chap 
with  lots  of  money  felt  so  sorry  for  me  that  he  would 
marry  me.  And  then  I'd  begin  all  over  again  and 
make  the  real  New  York  society."  There  was  such 
promptness  in  her  answer  that  Jack  knew  she  had 
spoken  the  truth. 

"  Well,  that's  a  cheerful  thought  to  tuck  into  your 
heart,"  he  said. 

"  What  would  you  do  if  I  died?"  she  asked,  sud- 
denly interested. 

"  I'd  try  to  forget  you."  Jack  passed  into  his  bed- 
room and  shut  the  door. 

Stephanie  ran  to  call  through  the  keyhole,  "Your 
second  wife  is  staying  with  her  invalid  brother,  dear 
—  I  thought  I'd  let  you  know." 

Jack  did  not  answer. 


PARADISE  AUCTION  345 

"  Jack,  arc  you  going  to  get  the  machine  soon?  " 

He  flung  open  the  door.  "  Don't  start  another 
row.     Yes,  I'm  going  to  get  it." 

Stephanie's  face  brightened.  "  How  lovely  —  can 
we  use  it  right  away  ?  *' 

"  We  can't  use  it  at  all.  It  belongs  to  the  com- 
pany." 

"  Foot!  As  if  I  couldn't  drive  it  when  you're  away 
—  and  evenings." 

*'  Stephanie,  you  are  not  going  to  use  that  machine. 
I've  given  orders  at  the  garage !  " 

"  Then  you  have  it,"  she  screamed. 

"  I've  had  it  a  week." 

Stephanie  stamped  her  foot.  "  You're  a  fool,"  she 
said  ineffectually. 

"  Don't  talk  to  yourself.  Is  there  going  to  be  any 
dinner  here  to-night  or  isn't  there  ?  " 

Stephanie  was  sobbing.  Aunt  Reba  came  to  find 
out  the  cause.  "  What  in  the  world  is  it  now?  "  she 
asked.  *'  Stephanie,  don't  you  know  that  taffeta  spots 
furiously?     Here,  take  my  handkerchief." 

"  The  old  cheat  —  he  has  his  machine  —  yes,  and 
your  mother  knew  you  had  it,  too  —  she  did,  she  did, 
she  did  —  she  pretended  to  be  surprised  —  she  lied  — " 

Jack's  hand  shot  out  unexpectedly.  Aunt  Reba  gave 
a  stifled  gasp.     Stephanie  was  strangely  silent. 

Jack  straightened  himself  with  an  effort.  "  I  beg 
your  pardon,  Stephanie,"  he  said. 

Stephanie's  left  cheek  was  crimson,  the  other  was  a 
dead  white.  "  So  you  think  you  can  beat  your  wife," 
she  began  icily. 
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**  I  beg  your  pardon." 

"  I  shall  divorce  you/'  she  warned.  "  Aunt  Reba, 
you  were  a  witness  that  he  struck  me." 

"  I  saw  red  for  a  moment,"  said  Jack,  more  to  him- 
self. "  It  is  the  first  time  I  ever  forgot  myself.  .  .  . 
But  you  said  a  hard  thing  for  a  son  to  listen  to." 

"  I  shall  divorce  you." 

"  Very  well,"  Jack  turned  and  walked  into  the  bed- 
room. 

Stephanie  followed  him.     "  You  brute  1  " 

"  I  was,"  he  admitted.  "  I  am  very  sorry.  But 
there  was  cause  for  it." 

"  Are  you  going  to  keep  that  machine  to  yourself  — 
or  are  you  going  to  let  me  ride  in  it?  "  she  demanded, 
stamping  her  foot  again. 

Jack  gave  a  curious  little  chuckle.  The  thing  sud- 
denly seemed  rank,  slapstick  comedy  to  him.  "  After 
all,  you  women  will  take  the  most  flagrant  insults  in  the 
world  if  you  can  only  satisfy  your  vanity,"  he  said. 
'*  If  a  man  struck  me,  no  matter  what  I  had  said,  I 
would  not  quarrel.     Fd  go  away." 

"  I  want  to  know  about  the  machine,"  Stephanie 
screamed,  beating  her  hands  together  in  rage.  *'  Are 
you  going  to  let  me  drive  it  or  do  you  want  to  be 
divorced  ?  " 

Jack  laughed  again.  T4ie  awful  humiliation  of  the 
scene  bewildered  him.  He  felt  himself  a  wild,  mani- 
acal creature  no  longer  to  be  trusted.  And  Stephanie, 
his  wife,  was  standing  before  him,  sweeping  aside  the 
vital  question  of  what  had  happened  and  its  cause  — 
and  demanding,  as  if  it  were  life  or  death,  whether  or 
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not  she  could  drive  a  company^s  cheap  automobile,  a 
sop  to  a  prize  salesman.  At  that  moment,  nothing 
else  in  the  whole  world  mattered  to  her  as  much  1 

And  another  phase  entered  into  Jack's  life  —  the 
phase  of  tolerant,  contemptuous  indifference.  He  was 
through  with  small  things  if  they  led  him  into  such 
situations.  They  did,  as  Darly  said,  gnaw  and  fret 
at  his  soul.  They  were  cheap,  sordid  —  a  bore  1 
What  did  it  all  matter?  What  did  things  matter? 
His  hand  tingled  reproachfully  yet  triumphantly. 
He  knew,  even  as  he  answered,  that  Stephanie  thought 
she  had  a  wonderful  reproach  to  shower  upon  him 
until  the  day  he  died  —  and  she  wore  black  so  be- 
comingly. "  You  struck  me  —  and  still  I  lived  with 
you.'*     That  would  be  her  constant  cry. 

But  he  knew  that  he  would  alter  his  whole  attitude 
towards  her,  he  would  be  courteous  and  patient  —  and 
inwardly  sullen  and  indifferent  but  self-controlled  and 
a  gentleman.  He  would  no  longer  begrudge  her  the 
small,  silly  trifles  if  she  chose  to  spend  her  birthright 
in  obtaining  them.  All  that  Darly  had  said  the  other 
evening  was  very  fine  —  and  tempting.  But  his  mas- 
culine mind  could  not  comprehend  it.  Divorce  was 
not  for  him,  there  was  nothing  about  their  relation- 
ships which  warranted  it  —  or  ever  would  be.  He 
had  married  unhappily.  That  was  all.  That  was  his 
secret.  And  he  would  not  share  it  to  the  world  via 
a  divorce  court! 

"  Stephanie,  you  may  use  the  car  if  you  like." 

"  Oh,  Jack,  I  know  I'll  never  hurt  it,"  she  answered, 
all  the  other  lost  in  comparison. 


348  PARADISE  AUCTION 

Jack  considerately  went  out  for  his  dinner.  Steph- 
anie developed  a  sudden  headache.  But  he  promised 
gravely,  without  emotion,  to  bring  the  machine  around 
that  evening  and  take  them  out  unless  the  weather 
turned  bad. 

When  he  had  gone,  Stephanie  and  Aunt  Reba  held  a 
celebration. 

Stephanie  ruefully  rubbed  her  cheek,  laughing  as  she 
did  so.  "  A  tiny  slap  wasn't  bad  —  when  you  won  an 
automobile,"  she  decided 


CHAPTER  XXXI 

MOLLY  was  glad  she  had  taken  the  fast  train 
to  New  York.  Because  she  did  not  want  to 
have  time  to  become  confused  again.  Darly 
had  set  her  feet  in  the  pathway  she  was  determined  to 
go.     She  planned  saying  briefly  to  Lars: 

"  I  have  changed  my  mind.  I  cannot  let  myself 
love  you  —  or  you  me.  Paul  and  I  must  find  some 
other  way  to  support  ourselves.  Thank  you  for  what 
you  have  done.  But  please  don^t  try  to  see  me  again. 
It  has  been  so  sudden  a  thing  that  I  am  sure  it  is  only 
an  infatuation  on  your  part  and  — "  she  never  got  be- 
yond this  last. 

Because  every  click  of  the  wheels  and  every  tele- 
graph pole  flashing  in  at  the  windows,  like  pertinent 
questions  on  the  part  of  her  conscience,  told  her  that 
it  was  not  a  thing  of  short  duration  —  at  least  on 
Molly's  part. 

Lars  Almy  was  at  the  station,  walking  up  and  down 
impatiently  with  dozens  of  others.  He  singled  her 
out  in  a  flash  as  she  came  through  the  gate  and  said 
quickly,  almost  sharply : 

"It's  time  youVe  come  —  a  whole  month  late  and 
only  scraps  of  letters  —  I  planned  to  take  you  to  my 
apartment,  we  can  talk  so  much  better  there.  All 
right?" 

349 
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Somehow  because  of  the  crowds  pushing  about  them 
and  the  dusk  of  the  dreary  day,  physical  weariness  and 
the  overpowering  joy  at  just  seeing  him,  being  near 
him,  listening  to  his  voice  —  Molly  did  not  deliver  her 
intended  speech.  Instead,  she  followed  him  to  the 
street  where  he  piled  her  into  the  blue  roadster  and 
drove  at  a  reckless  pace  up  through  the  city,  stopping 
finally  at  a  tall  building  with  a  line  of  machines  parked 
at  the  carriage  limit. 

Molly  knew  it  was  Riverside  Drive,  and  she  watched 
the  murky  river  lighted  here  and  there  by  anchored 
vessels. 

No  one  was  about  in  the  apartment.  Overpowered 
by  its  gorgeous,  almost  eastern  splendor,  Molly  stood 
shyly  in  the  reception  hall  while  Almy  threw  off  his 
fur  coat  and  then  came  towards  her. 

"  We'll  have  dinner  first  —  before  we  say  a  word, 
sweetheart,"  and  he  gathered  her  close. 

Again,  she  did  not  argue,  wondering  why  she  did 
not,  trying,  in  shamed  fashion,  to  prick  herself  on  to 
action. 

Instead,  she  sat  eating  the  dainty  food,  served  by  a 
Jap  in  native  costume,  as  if  she  were  in  a  dream,  telling 
Almy  this  and  that  and  answering  his  questions  in 
monosyllables.  Almy  kept  up  the  conversation  about 
generalities. 

Outside  a  rain  started,  a  wild,  half  snow,  half  sleet 
which  kept  tapping  at  the  windows  —  like  spies  I 

"  I  must  not  stay  long,"  she  said,  when  they  went 
back  to  the  library,  so  softly,  subtly  lighted.  '^  I  am 
very  tired,  Lars." 
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"  Of  course  you  are,  I  knew  it.  I  promise  to  take 
you  to  your  hotel  whenever  you  say.  If  you'll  promise 
me  you  won't  go  home  until  Thursday." 

"  I  must,  Lars.     Wednesday  morning  is  my  limit." 

"Well,  we'll  see.  Tell  me,  did  you  really  eat 
enough  ?  " 

"  A  great  plenty." 

"  This  is  the  chair  I've  fancied  you  in,  waiting  for 
you  all  these  weeks."  He  pointed  to  a  quaint,  carved 
oak  thing  with  soft,  blue  cushions.  He  settled  himself 
opposite  in  a  leather  affair  and  for  a  few  moments  they 
silently  watched  the  open  wood  fire  snap  and  crackle 
and  laugh  and  sputter. 

Then  he  broke  the  pause  by  reaching  forward 
abruptly  and  taking  her  hands.     She  drew  them  away. 

"  This  is  the  mbst  beautiful  apartment  I  have  ever 
seen,"  she  said. 

"  Now  that  you  are  here  —  yes." 

She  held  up  her  hand  in  protest.  ''  Don't.  I  don't 
like  that  sort  of  thing." 

"What's  the  matter,  Molly?  Have  I  displeased 
you?" 

She  shook  her  head.  "  I've  displeased  myself, 
Lars." 

"  Your  letters  sounded  as  if  you  were  happy.  I 
tore  them  up  because  you  made  me  promise  to  —  and 
burned  them  right  here,  evenings.  But  I  know  every 
blessed  word  you  wrote." 

"  Do  you  ?  "  Molly  looked  at  him  directly.  The 
shaggy  eyebrow  was  uplifted. 

"What  is  it,  dearest?     We're  here  to  talk  —  and 
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plan.  Don't  you  wsint  to?  Shall  we  wait  until  to- 
morrow ? '' 

"  Lars,  I  must  make  myself  never  want  to,"  she  said 
finally.  "  It's  all  been  wrong.  We  can't  ever  be  any- 
thing to  each  other  I  " 

He  laughed.  ^^  I  expected  this.  I  expect  it  half  a 
dozen  times  before  we  finally  land  on  our  feet.  Now, 
Molly,  please  remember  that  I  never  fail  I  I  may  have 
been  ship's  boy  and  baked  buns  in  Paris,  but  it  taught 
me  how  not  to  foozle  the  big  things  I  I  don't  fail. 
And,  with  wanting  you,  I  couldn't." 

Molly  was  gathering  her  courage.  "Lars,  let's 
look  things  in  the  face  frankly.  We'll  see  why  it  is 
wrong  — " 

"  Good.     Just  what  I  want  to  do." 

She  hesitated.  "  Something  about  you  frightens 
me,  you  are  not  all  tempestuous  lover,  all '  kiss  me  and 
kiss  me  and  kiss  me  ' —  you  are  slow  and  stubborn  — 
and  you've  made  up  your  mind  way  down  to  your  toes ! 
Lars,  remember  that  I  am  not  your  match  in  argument. 
Or  brains,  either.  I'm  a  woman.  After  all,  we  are 
terribly  gingerbready  affairs." 

"  You  are  my  Molly." 

"  No,  don't  —  don't  even  say  it.  I  think  it's  un- 
fair of  you.     Let  me  tell  you  my  side  first." 

**  All  right,  dear  heart  —  tell  away." 

Molly  leaned  back  in  her  chair.  She  did  not  know 
just  how  to  begin.  It  had  been  so  clear  in  her  own 
mind  ever  since  Darly  had  spoken.  But  in  the  pres- 
ence of  this  man  whom  she  adored,  in  this  house  of 
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his  which  breathed  of  his  strength  and  reeked  of  his 
wealth,  Molly  felt  herself  failing! 

"  It  isn't  fair  to  Paul,"  she  said  finally,  her  little, 
tanned  hands  working  nervously  with  a  fold  of  her 
skirt,  ''  and  it  isn't  fair  to  me.  Lars,  I'm  just  a  mood 
with  you.  I'm  not  really  the  sort  of  woman  you  ought 
to  marry.  I'm  not  showy.  I'm  old-fashioned  —  and 
simple.  And  I  can't  change.  Besides,  I'm  wicked  to 
have  ever  let  this  thing  come  into  my  life  — " 

"  Oh,  can  you  stop  the  sun  from  shining?  " 

"  There  I  You  see,  you  combat  me  before  I've  had 
my  turn." 

"  I  promise  to  be  silent,  darling." 

Molly  winced;  it  seemed  sacrilege  to  use  the  same 
terms  of  endearment  which  Paul  used,  like  selling  the 
garments  of  the  dead ! 

"  It's  not  fair  to  Paul,"  she  began  all  over  again, 
^'  because  he  trusts  me.  It  would  kill  him.  I'd  be  as 
guilty  of  murder  as  If  I  had  done  him  to  death  with 
violence.  Neither  of  us  could  ever  be  happy.  Larsj 
if  I  were  the  one  who  had  been  hurt  —  and  Paul  left 
strong  and  well  —  he  would  never  even  waver  in  his 
faithfulness  and  love.  I  know  that  •  •  •  It  makes 
me  feel  so  despicable,  such  an  utter  failure,  such  a 
coward.  I  hate  myself.  You'd  grow  to  hate  me,  too, 
Lars  Almy.  I  don't  blame  you  —  I  blame  only  my- 
self. If  we  married,  we  would  be  wretched  in  no  time 
—  the  —  the  physical," —  Molly  stumbled  pitifully, 
trying  to  quote  Darly  and  not  let  the  fact  of  Almy's 
presence  put  to  flight  every  brave  resolve  — "  the  phys- 
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ical  charm  merely  diverts,  it  can  never  sustain.  You 
like  me  for  some  strange  reason.  Well,  strange  rea- 
sons don't  endure.  There  must  be  plain,  sturdy  ones. 
.  .  .  And  then  there  was  the  little  boy,  Lars;  you 
can't  know  all  it  meant.  He  would  haunt  me  —  for 
forgetting  his  father.  Fm  not  a  complex,  interesting 
woman  who  can  carry  on  an  intrigue  with  qne  hand 
and  a  home  with  the  other.  I  can't  walk  out  of  situa- 
tions as  Stephanie  Moffat  could.  I'm  just  Molly. 
Ordinary.  Ana  I'd  disappoint  you  —  even  if  I  tried 
hard  to  make  myself  over.  Lars,  I  know  you  have 
had  a  hard,  unusual,  lonesome  life  —  but  don't  you 
think  it's  a  bit  selfish  to  deliberately  try  stealing  a  sick 
man's  wife?  After  all,  isn't  your  form  of  loneliness 
^-^  selfishness  f  ^' 

"  May  I  speak  now?"  he  said,  smiling. 
"  Oh,  yes;  answer  all  I've  said.  I  want  you  to." 
'^  If  you  think  I  have  any  intention  of  being  a 
*  murderer,'  you  are  quite  wrong,  Molly.  It  will  not 
kill  Paul.  And  if,  at  some  near  date,  he  should  die, 
you  know  yourself  it  would  be  kind  for  every  one. 
Don't  wrap  the  truth  up  in  a  swaddling  robe  of  senti- 
mentality. Be  honest,"  The  tender  expression  died 
out  of  his  face  and  a  fiercely  savage  one  replaced  it. 
"  We  could  not  only  be  happy  together  —  but  we  will 
be/  How  do  you  know,  Molly,  that  if  you  had  been 
made  the  invalid  that  Paul  would  not,  at  some  future 
time,  have  come  to  feel  it  was  not  justice  always  to  re- 
main your  husband?  Tell  me?  How  do  you  know? 
You  don't.     You  are  merely  theorizing.     Life  has  to 
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do  with  facts,  Molly,  not  pleasant  theories  constructed 
to  suit  ourselves.  You  are  not  to  be  despised,  and  you 
are  not  a  coward  or  a  failure,  and  you  must  not  blame 
yourself.  It  is  fate.  When  you  try  to  stumble  about 
like  a  forlorn  infant  about '  physical  charms  '  and  about 
not  being  the  sort  of  woman  I  want  for  always  —  I 
ought  to  gather  you  close  and  scold  you.  You  are 
Molly.  You  are  my  wife.  God  made  me  for  you,  and 
by  all  that's  just  and  honorable  I  am  going  to  have 
you."  He  stood  up  before  the  fireplace,  his  tall  figure 
seeming  again  to  fill  the  vast  room. 

"  Lars,''  she  said  softly,  "  don't  —  I'm  so  tired  — 
I  can't  think." 

"You  needn't.  I'll  think  for  you.  Molly,  I've 
known  a  dozen  women  lightly.  None  have  I  ever 
loved.  You  and  my  mother  are  the  only  ones  —  or  the 
only  ones  there  will  be."  His  strong  face  saddened. 
"  It  isn't  the  way  you  look  or  the  hellish  style  you  chat- 
ter of  —  it's  you.  I've  tried  telling  you  so  in  every 
letten  I've  tried  to  make  you  understand,  dear  heart, 
that  this  is  no  vulgar  intrigue  such  as  dramatists  de- 
light in  —  with  the  husband  leaping  out  of  bed  mir- 
aculously recovered  at  just  the  proper  moment  of  de- 
nouement I  It  is  life  —  and  life  is  not  always  pleasant 
or  unpleasant  or  dramatically  crucial.  It  is  the  case  of 
a  man  who  loves  a  woman  with  all  his  heart  and  soul 
and  who  wants  her  for  his  wife.  A  man  who  has 
made  his  own  place  in  the  world,  who  has  never  dis- 
honored any  woman,  who  has  never  stolen  or  cheated. 
It  is  not  dishonoring  or  stealing  or  cheating  now.     It  is 
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justice  —  from  every  view-point,  every  angle,  every 
queer  view  you  may  try  to  make  yourself  take,  justice 
routs  you  out  into  the  sunlight." 

"  Tell  me  how  justice  does,"  she  begged. 

"  Ten,  fifteen,  twenty,  thirty  years  of  being  bed- 
ridden I  Do  you  think  his  mind  will  hold?  Or  that 
he  will  realize  ?  No.  YouVe  admitted  he  has  dimmed 
already.  It  is  three  years.  Do  you  think  he  can 
keep  up  with  the  world's  pulse?  A  puzzle,  a  new 
folderol,  a  jacket  with  bright  braid,  will  take  the  place 
of  large  interests.  A  pretty  nurse  will  take  your  place. 
Molly,  is  it  fair  to  yourself  —  to  me?  Haven't  I  the 
right  to  have  a  wife,  a  home  —  children?  How  else 
can  I  hand  on  the  torch?  What  monument  can  I 
really  leave  except  a  son  I  What  is  some  marble  slab 
in  the  dimly  lighted  hall  of  an  obscure  library?  Some- 
thing for  charwomen  to  scold  about  when  they  clean! 
Molly,  I  want  a  son  with  my  strength  —  and  a  daugh- 
ter with  your  eyes  I  " 

"  Lars,  don't  —  don't — "  she  began  to  beg. 

*'  I  shall  have  that  son.  I  shall  have  that  daugh- 
ter. You  shall  be  their  mother.  And  you  will  be 
happy  and  there  will  be  no  wild,  morbid  regrets.  Is  it 
fair  to  yourself  to  deny  yourself  life  —  and  mother- 
hood ?  What  good  is  all  my  money,  what  good  is  my 
influence,  unless  it  is  wisely  directed?  Molly,  I'll  go 
on  the  rocks  if  I  don't  win  you  —  I've  got  to  have 
you.  .  .  .  Pm  going  to  have  you** 

'^How?"  she  breathed  softly.  She  had  stopped 
asking  him  to  discontinue. 

''We  will  wait  a  decent  length  of  time.     I'm  no 
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wild  caveman,  dear.  Then  I  want  you  to  explain  it 
to  Nate.  Molly,  don't  misunderstand  me.  I  like 
Nate.  I  like  Paul.  I  admire  and  like  Darly.  I'm 
sorry  for  the  accident  —  for  the  little  boy.  If  this 
had  not  happened,  I  suppose  the  big  love  for  you  would 
have  never  found  its  vent.  For  you  wouldn't  have 
come  to  me  by  yourself  —  with  those  purple,  rainbow 
eyes  of  yours  begging  for  mercy  I  As  long  as  I  live, 
Molly,  and  as  many  years  as  we  shall  be  together,  I 
will  always  see  you  standing  in  my  office  with  those 
tanned  little  hands  outstretched  and  the  sunshine  mak- 
ing the  purple  eyes  rainbows  —  and  hear  your  voice. 
It  all  came  to  me  then  ...  I  was  stunned.  And  when 
I  saw  you  in  Lancaster,  I  knew  that  you  were  the  one 
woman  1 " 

"  How  can  we  tell  him?  "  She,  too,  was  beginning 
to  plan.     She  was  under  the  spell. 

"  We  will  explain  honestly,  gently.  We  will  be 
kind.  We  will  see  that  in  no  way  can  he  ever  want 
for  anything  —  or  Nate,  either.  And  he  may  see  you, 
my  darling,  if  he  wishes.  I  want  to  be  as  kind  as  life 
will  permit  —  and  still  get  you!  '^ 

"No,  no  — I  can't—" 

"You  will.  I'm  not  afraid  of  your  Darly;  she'll 
see  my  view-point.  I'll  go  talk  to  her.  I'm  not 
afraid  of  any  one  in  this  world,  Molly;  nothing  can 
terrify  me  except  the  thought  of  losing  you.  And  that 
isn't  going  to  happen  I  My  plan  is  to  wait  —  and  then 
tell  him.  It  has  been  done  before.  It  has  brought 
no  terrible  curse  upon  the  children  of  the  next  genera- 
tion.   It  is  logical,  ethical,  inevitable.     If  Paul's  mind 
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is  dimmed,  he  will  not  realize  keenly.  If  it  is  sud- 
denly alert,  he  will  see  the  justice,  and  if  he  truly  loves 
you,  Molly,  he  will  want  you  to  be  happy.  Come 
here."     Almy  held  out  his  arms. 

As  if  she  were  in  a  deep  trance,  she  stepped  forward, 
almost  stumbling  over  the  rugs.  He  took  her  in  his 
arms.  "  I  want  you  to  answer  me  truthfully :  First, 
do  you  love  me  ?  " 

"  Yes."  She  tried  to  look  away  but  he  would  not 
let  her. 

"  More  than  you  ever  loved  Paul  ?  " 

"  Differently." 

He  nodded,  satisfied. 

"If  you  never  saw  me  again,  would  you  forget 
me?" 

"  No." 

"  Would  you  be  happy  with  Paul  —  never  mind  the 
brave,  splendid,  sacrifice  stuff.  Answer  me  —  would 
you  be  happy  ?  " 

"  No." 

"  Do  you  think  if  you  were  not  happy  that  he  could 
be?  When  you  know  everything  you  do  is  reflected 
in  him  —  you  have  discovered  that  by  yourself." 

"  No." 

"  Then,  if  you  stopped  our  love  —  or  tried  to  —  it 
would  end  in  every  one's  being  miserable?" 

"  Yes." 

*'  I  won't  have  halfways.  I'm  not  content  any  more 
than  you  to  have  kisses  behind  doors.  I  want  it  clean 
cut  and  above  board  and  understood  by  the  world  and 
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his  wife.  I  don't  want  any  confused  doubts  or  rumors. 
I  am  going  to  ask  your  invalid  husband  for  you.  Fve 
the  right.     Haven't  I?  " 

"Lars  — Lars— " 

"Haven't  I?  By  all  that  is  fair  —  by  your  own 
answers  —  by  the  fact  of  our  great,  honorable  love  — 
haven't  If  " 

"  Yes."     He  had  to  stoop  over  to  catch  her  answer. 

^'  You  are  going  to  have  a  thousand  doubts  and 
worries  until  it  Is  settled  and  you  are  mine."  He  still 
held  her  close  to  stop  her  trembling.  "  But  it  won't 
change  the  big  purpose  or  nick  the  big  result.  Paul 
must  give  you  to  me,  either  through  the  faded  intellect 
of  his  mind  or  the  justice  of  his  full  faculties.  You 
must  be  my  wife,  I  want  to  say  it  over  and  over. 
Mine,  my  Molly,  my  Mrs.  Molly/  " 

"  Don't  —  don't —" 

"  I  will.  I  will  say  it  every  moment  you  are  with 
me  and  I'll  think  it  every  moment  that  you  are  not." 

"  You  must  not.  There's  another  side  but  I'm  not 
keen  enough  or  brave  enough  to  find  it — " 

"  It's  a  sham  side  —  and  do  you  want  to  find  iff  " 

''  Part  of  me  does,"  she  said  with  a  strange  defiance. 

**  Kiss  me." 

"  No." 

"  Kiss  me." 

"  Lars,  let  me  go,  I  can't  —  it's  all  a  pack  of  beastly 
selfishness;  it  is  not  fair  —  it's  a  house  of  cards  and 
time  would  blow  it  over  —  you  art  wrong;  you  are, 
you  are !  " 
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"  I  love  you.  I  love  you  hard  and  fast,  Molly 
Kail.  I  could  not  endure  life  now,  if  you  did  not  share 
it  with  me  — '* 

"  Paul  —  Paul  said  the  same  I  " 

Almy  was  silent.  "  He  cannot  endure  life  much 
longer,  perhaps,  for  other  reasons  —  and  keep  sane." 

"  If  this  is  told  him,  he  will  die." 

"Then  it's  fate!" 

"It's  murder  I" 

"It's  justice!" 

"  It's  selfishness." 

"  It's  —  Paradise  auction."  Mally  cauf ht  franti- 
cally at  Darly's  old  words. 

"  It's  life  —  it's  going  to  happen."  Almy's  face 
was  rougher  and  darker  than  ever  before  and  he  took 
her  face  between  the  palms  of  his  hands  and  kissed 
it. 

Molly  drew  herself  away.  "  Shag  I  Shag  I  Shag  I  " 
she  cried,  and  threw  herself,  sobbing,  over  the  arm  of 
the  leather  chair. 

For  the  second  time,  Almy  wisely  let  her  cry.  Then 
he  came  and  gathered  her  in  his  arms  and  carried  her 
into  another  room.  "  I've  planned  this  spot  for  your 
writing-den,"  he  said  nonchalantly,  "  and  we'll  stay  at 
the  lodge  in  the  mountains  all  summer  and  late  into 
the  fall.  My  farm  lands  want  looking  after.  Darl- 
ing, tell  me,  do  you  think  I  can  make  you  happy?  " 

Molly  pushed  back  her  hair.  The  clock  was  strik- 
ing ten.  "  Take  me  to  my  hotel,"  she  said.  "  Lars, 
I  won't  listen  to  what  you  have  planned.  I  won't  let 
myself  remember  it.     Why  isn't  life  cut  and  dried  — 
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like  drama  ?  Either  heroes  or  villains,  heroines  or  ad- 
venturesses? They  never  step  out  of  their  place. 
They  are  all  good  or  all  bad.  But  you  and  I  —  we're 
a  sad  jumble  — " 

"  You  are  going  to  be  my  wife,"  he  answered 
steadily,  with  a  woman's  patience.  Then,  without 
warning,  he  weakened.  For  the  first  time,  Molly  saw 
tears  in  his  eyes  and  the  strong,  dark  face  quivered. 
"Molly,  you're  life  and  breath  to  me,"  he  said  like  a 
tired  child. 

She  hesitated.  The  maternal  in  her  —  the  little 
clothes  were  still  useless  —  had  joined  the  scale-pan 
holding  Almy's  arguments.  It  had  left  Paul's,  which 
held  faith  and  helplessness.  Almy  needed  her,  a  rug- 
ged hero  with  the  ability  to  do  the  good  of  the  average 
ten  men  or  the  badness  of  twenty  I  He  needed  her. 
She  must  help  him.  Paul  was  a  faded,  failing  thing, 
helpless  to  influence  the  world  one  way  or  the  other  — 
yes,  a  braided  jacket,  a  puzzle,  a  nurse  with  kind  h^hds 
—  that  was  his  fair  portion. 

She  came  up  to  him  and  put  her  hands  on  his  shoul- 
ders. "  Lars,"  she  said  simply,  a  thousand  furious 
waves  of  happiness  surging  in  her  heart,  "we  must 
wait  a  little  —  but  —  I  will  be  your  wife  I  " 
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THE  law  of  rhythm  asserted  itself  again. 
Jack,  emerging  from  the  lethargy  of  tolerant 
indifference,  began  fighting  the  same  fierce  de- 
sire to  make  Stephanie  uncomfortable.  He, knew  that 
neither  he  nor  any  one  else  could  ever  make  her  really 
unhappy.  But  he  wanted  to  thwart  and  annoy  and 
disturb  her,  and  lead  a  rude,  boorish  existence  in  her 
presence,  which  should  humiliate  and  irritate  both  her- 
self and  her  aunt. 

Having  once  experienced  this  phase  and  given  way 
to  it,  it  did  not  take  a  strong  clutch.  But  the  recent 
weeks,  almost  four  months  now,  of  allowing  Stephanie 
to  do  as  she  wished,  to  spend  his  money  without  ques- 
tion, to  ride  in  or  drive  the  machine  alone,  to  order 
him  about  openly  like  a  lackey,  bred  in  him  a  smarting 
sense  of  injustice  and  the  desire  for  revenge. 

Stephanie  had  told  herself  that  Jack  was  learning 
his  place,  as  she  had  taught  Jack's  mother  her  place, 
and  she  informed  her  clubs  and  her  friends  that  they 
were  planning  to  build  a  small  colonial  house,  as  soon 
as  they  found  the  right  lot.  Just  a  box  of  a  place  — 
but  correct  —  and  she  would  get  a  maid  from  New 
York  who  was  really  competent.  The  next  touring- 
car  they  bought  was  going  to  be  large  enough  to  have 
some  decent  motor  trips  in.  Stephanie  was  really  be- 
ginning to  feel  satisfied  with  Lancaster.     After  all,  she 
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was  by  far  the  most  stylish  and  looked-after  young  ma- 
tron in  the  town,  and  there  was  something  satisfying  in 
that. 

Meantime,  she  and  Jack  were  delightfully  formal 
and  polite  to  each  other,  and  Stephanie,  completely  en- 
grossed with  endless  parties  and  pseudo-charities  and 
all  manner  of  ''  small,  quiet  parties,*'  took  little  heed 
of  how  her  husband's  time  was  spent,  except  that  she 
knew  he  was  doing  well  in  his  business  and  that  he 
was  generous  to  her  in  the  way  of  money.  When  they 
had  been  married.  Jack  was  getting  a  hundred  and 
fifty  dollars  a  month.  He  paid  the  rent,  thirty  dol- 
lars, out  of  this,  and  took  twenty  for  personal  ex- 
penses! The  hundred  was  Stephanie's  absolutely. 
As  they  had  neither  heat  nor  light  to  pay  for  and  the 
company  paid  for  Jack's  telephone,  it  resolved  itself 
into  items  of  food,  help  —  and  pin  money  1  Jack  had 
never  changed  the  system.  And  when  he  began  to 
make  commissions,  in  spite  of  Stephanie,  he  had  dog- 
gedly paid  up  the  bills  Stephanie  ran  instead  of  giving 
her  the  money. 

The  bills  were  paid  now  and  the  company  provided 
the  car  and  the  expense  of  keeping  it,  and  Jack  had,  of 
late,  given  Stephanie  a  fair  share  of  the  extra  money, 
using  his  own  to  buy  some  decent  clothes  with  and  try 
to  save,  doing  some  pleasant  little  extra  things  for 
Darly.  He  had  adopted  a  rather  sane,  even  way  of 
living,  going  home  to  his  mother's  every  day  for  his 
lunch  and  dropping  in  at  Paul's  for  afternoon  chats, 
threatening  him  with  an  automobile  ride  as  soon  as  he 
was  able  to  be  carried. 
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In  the  evenings,  during  the  raw  spring  and  the  hot 
summer,  he  went  to  his  mother^s  house  for  evenings, 
unless  he  was  busy  or  Stephanie  dragged  him  to  some 
party  at  which  his  absence  would  be  noticeable.  And 
when  he  would  sit  in  the  drawing-room,  cut  from  the 
frame  of  another  world,  he  would  sigh  envyingly,  wish- 
ing he  might  be  allowed  to  stay  here  instead  of  wearily 
returning  to  the  everlastingly  spigk  and  span  and  chilly 
place  where  everything  but  the  kitchen  was  spotless  I 

He  never  said  any  such  thing,  but  somehow  he  re- 
alized that  Darly  understood  it,  even  as  he  knew  it 
pleased  her  when  he  brought  her  flowers  and  books 
and  sat  talking  to  hen  He  grew  to  watch  for  Nate,  as 
he  had  always  watched  for  her  before  his  engagement 
or  marriage,  and  made  her  tell  about  her  children  and 
the  humors  of  her  situation.  He  planned  little  sur- 
prises for  her,  because  he  wanted  to  hear  her  blunt, 
honest  way  of  thanking  him. 

Molly  came  too,  of  an  evening,  now  that  there  was  a 
capable  nurse  for  Paul.  And  Jack  would  take  her 
home  first  in  his  machine  and  then  drive  down  the  river 
road  —  a  lonesome,  thin  figure,  pausing  beside  the 
banks  to  look  at  the  black  water  and  wonder,  truly,  if 
there  was  ever  to  be  the  roses  and  sunshine  and  all 
the  sophistries  of  June  in  actual  living  again  1 

Molly  seemed  glad  to  come  to  Darly's  house  —  she 
would  usually  be  there  before  he  arrived,  talking  of 
bonnets  or  woman's  stuff.  Molly  seemed  feverish  and 
ill  at  ease;  the  strain  of  Paul's  illness  was  telling  on 
her.  Jack  decided,  and  she  would  talk  about  everything 
and  every  one  in  the  world  excepting  herself  or  Paul. 
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The  three  young  people  would  sit  around  Darly,  who 
occupied  the  old  rosewood  chair,  and  listen  to  her  chat 
of  life  and  love  and  puppy  dogs,  spice  cakes  and  opera 
scores;  bygone,  forgotten  days;  gypsy  caravaning  on 
the  old  Kent  Road;  why  a  man  must  be  honest  and  a 
woman  brave  — » and  how  to  make  lilies  of  the  valley 
blossom  in  time  for  Easter! 

The  young  people  would  usually  be  silent,  each  un- 
conscious of  their  absent-mindedness.  Nate,  huddled 
on  the  floor  in  her  careless  dress  and  the  brown  braids 
ruffled,  her  knees  drawn  up  under  her  and  her  strong 
hands  hugging  them  unprettily  while  she  listened  in- 
tently. Sometimes  Jack  would  pace  up  and  down, 
pausing  to  look  out  the  window  and  coming  back  to 
fling  himself  on  the  divan  as  unceremoniously  as  if  the 
girls  were  his  own  sisters.  Once,  he  had  fallen  asleep 
and  had  not  wakened  until  Molly  had  gone  home  alone 
and  Nate  was  in  bed.  Only  Darly  remained  looking  at 
him  gravely.  He  had  begged  her  pardon  vehemently 
and  gone  away  calling  himself  a  stupid  boor. 

But  Molly  was  the  most  changed  —  in  Darly's 
mind.  She  had  changed  in  her  clothes,  a  strange  thing 
for  Molly.  She  did  not  wear  the  gay,  ultra  styles 
which  Stephanie  adopted  or  have  as  tenth  as  many. 
But  there  was  an  odd  richness  of  cosrtume  which  had 
been  adopted  by  her  —  under  Almy's  influence  —  with 
queer,  expensive  trimmings  and  quaint,  unusual  styles. 
She  still  wore  the  blue-black  hair  in  a  huge,  foreign 
knot;  one  could  never  imapne  Molly's  hair  otherwise. 
But  weird,  dull  silks  and  tapestry  coats  and  soft,  purple 
blue  furs  dotted  themselves  into  her  otherwise  con- 
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ventional  wardrobe.  Just  as  Nate  was  a  wholesome 
tomboy  and  Stephanie  a  correct  clothes  tree,  Molly  had 
come  to  be  distinguished  looking. 

No  one  had  ever  commented  on  it  —  perhaps  she 
hardly  realized  it  herself.  Every  one  was  glad  Paul 
did  so  well  —  merely  criticizing  work  —  and  it  was 
only  a  small  comfort  to  Molly  that  she  could  dress  as 
she  wished,  even  to  having  her  boots  made  with  tops  of 
handsome  embroidered  satin  and  fastened  with  pearl 
buttons ! 

Molly  chose  a  chair  of  carved  teakwood  —  Darly 
had  told  her  its  history.  It  had  been  given  her  by  an 
East  Indian  potentate  who  had  admired  her  acting. 
The  chair  claimed  Molly  these  days.  For  a  mysteri- 
ous, interesting  but  not  wholly  sincere  woman  sup- 
planted the  intense  little  girl  with  simple,  rose  wool 
frocks,  cut  square  at  the  neck  to  show  the  gleaming 
white  flesh  and  blue,  throbbing  veins  I  That  was  the 
Molly  of  long  ago,  of  the  bridal  veil  and  of  sewing 
on  small  white  things  with  eager  fingers.  Now  there 
would  sit  gracefully  a  young  woman  with  wonderful, 
sleepy  purple  eyes  and  a  handsome,  ivory  face,  the 
black  hair  sloping  up  to  the  top  of  her  head  like  a 
crown  of  carved  jet.     And  she  would  say: 

"Tell  us  another  story,  Darly  —  please.  Tell  us 
about  the  days  in  Australia  —  don't  lecture  us,  what- 
ever you  do  —  it's  too  hot  out !  "  And  as  Darly's 
gentle  voice  would  go  on  with  the  memories,  the  purple 
eyes  would  narrow  and  glow  and  halfway  close,  and 
Molly's  hands,   with  their  blue   circlet  of  sapphires 
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laughing  at  the  plain  gold  band,  would  twitch  and  fold 
and  unfold  a  dozen  times  1 

After  each  of  these  evenings,  Jack  would  ask  him- 
self with  an  impatient  roughness,  "  Which  is  the 
shadow,  which  the  substance  ? "  Realizing  he  was 
living  a  dual  life,  experiencing  not  one  honest  emotion 
toward  Stephanie  save  despising  her,  he  would  ask 
himself  the  same  question  again  and  again.  The  sit- 
uation would  flash  in  front  of  him  a  dozen  times  in 
his  day's  work,  when  he  would  be  talking  to  a  cus- 
tomer; when  he  would  face  Stephanie  at  some  wretched 
meal,  trying  to  be  polite  and  listen  to  her  vapid  chat- 
ter; when  he  would  pace  up  and  down  his  mother's 
drawing-room.  Which  was  real?  What  was  he  to 
do?  What  was  there  in  life  for  him?  Where  would 
twenty  years  find  him  ?  He  knew  where  it  would  find 
Stephanie — well-groomed,  her  hair  still  golden,  in 
smart  dresses,  chattering  happily  among  a  crowd  of 
equally  well-dressed,  "  blondined "  women,  with  like- 
wise shackled  husbands! 

Then  he  would  start  to  review  the  various  husbands; 
of  what  manner  were  they?  And  he  found,  with  a 
startling  sensation,  that  when  he  came  to  analyze  them 
individually,  there  was  not  one  of  them  but  who  lived 
his  own  life  independently  of  his  wife!  Thompson 
took  trips.  Jack  knew  what  happened  on  them.  He 
had  carefully  shielded  the  facts  from  Stephanie  until 
one  day  she  gleefully  told  him  even  more  sordid  de- 
tails about  the  woman  Thompson  lived  with  than  he 
knew  himself  I     Stephanie  delighted  in  such  knowledge. 
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Another  husband  of  the  same  set  drank  periodically. 
Another  gambled.  Another  flirted  outrageously. 
Another  played  the  horses.  Another  was  suspected  of 
being  a  morphine  habitue.  But  he  made  an  enormous 
salary,  Stephanie  told  him,  and  so  his  wife  didn't  do 
anything  about  it.  When  he  got  very  bad  and  it  be- 
came pronounced,  she  would  have  him  put  away!  All 
of  them  lived  their  own  lives ;  they  had  to  —  in  order 
to  endure  such  women.  It  was  either  that  or  divorce. 
It  was  self-preservation. 

After  a  long,  selfish  time  of  pity  for  himself.  Jack 
came  to  the  conclusion  that  he,  too,  must  lead  his  own 
life.  No  namby-pamby  wandering  in  the  woods  like 
a  long-haired  poet.  That  was  well  enough,  but  it 
proved  to  be  no  counter-irritant  sufficient  to  drown  out 
Stephanie  —  for  when  he  walked  in  the  woods,  he 
thought  of  her!  His  mother  was  his  religion;  that 
was  a  thing  apart.  Her  house  was  like  a  shrine  to 
him.  That  was  "  different " —  there  was  nothing 
more  to  be  said  about  it.  But  what  was  there  to  fill 
his  life,  to  take  up  the  energy  aad  brain-power  he  was 
letting  dribble  from  him  in  pensive  logic?  He  wanted 
to  live,  he  wanted  to  live  above  Stephanie's  level.  .  .  . 
He  wanted  to  forget  her  except  when  he  absolutely 
had  to  be  with  her.  And  he  promised  himself,  after 
several  weeks  of  reflection,  that  he  would  do  as  these 
other  husbands  did,  whether  Stephanie  ever  knew  or 
not.  And  if  she  did,  it  would  be  a  matter  of  supreme 
indifference,  tinged  with  satisfaction.  He  knew  no 
other  women  and  he  wished  to  know  no  other.  But 
he  had  never  gambled  and  he  had  never  been  a  drunk- 
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ard.  Both  were  avenues  of  —  cutting  off  one's  nose 
to  spite  one's  face!  Jack  expressed  it  somewhat  differ- 
ently. Both  were  chances  of  giving  yourself  a  square 
deal. 

And  that  very  evening  when  he  came  home  to  find 
Stephanie  had  a  cold  luncheon  for  him  in  the  kitchen- 
ette —  some  coffee  which  had  been  left  from  morning 
—  because  she  was  going  to  a  party,  he  promised  him- 
self that  he  would  experiment!  He  was  physically 
exhausted  after  a  day's  hard  effort,  so  he  went  to  bed 
early,  leaving  the  apartment  in  a  wild  state  of  disorder, 
but  he  told  himself  again,  just  before  he  slept,  that 
he  would  find  his  own  recreation  —  something  so  stim- 
ulating, so  different,  so  personally  selfish  that  Stephanie 
should  become  a  painful  memory  most  of  the  time. 
Of  course  Darly  should  never  know  1  That  would  not 
do  I 


CHAPTER  XXXIII 

THE  first  week  in  October,  Nate  went  out  of 
town  for  a  day  or  so  to  visit  a  friend  and 
Jack  was  attending  the  annual  convention  of 
his  firm's  trade  in  a  near-by  city.  So  Molly  alone 
climbed  the  hill  to  see  Darly  and  found  her  reading 
over  an  old  scrap  book. 

"  Fm  glad  you've  come,"  she  said.  "  Just  think, 
I'm  reduced  to  spectacles.  This  was  a  book  I  won- 
dered whether  or  not  to  destroy.  I  don't  believe  in 
keeping  personal  things,  do  you?  They  are  so  often 
misunderstood  —  later." 

"What  is  it?"  asked  Molly,  bending  down,  her 
fresh,  cool  cheek  on  Darly's.  "  Oh,  I  see  —  personal 
notices.  Yes,  indeed,  I'd  keep  it.  Give  it  to  me,  if 
you  arc  undecided.  I'd  love  to  have  it.  And  I  know 
Jack  would.  But  why  in  the  world  are  you  debating 
about  destroying  things?  You  aren't  going  to  move, 
are  you?  " 

"No."     Darly  laid  the  book  aside.     "Take  off 

your  things,  Molly.     It's  chilly  out,  isn't  it?    How  is 

everything  and  how  is  Paul?    The  nurse  makes  it 

much   easier,   doesn't   she?     Any  new  plans   afoot? 

How  does  his  work  go?     It  is  quite  remarkable  the 

way  things  have  turned  out  for  you,  isn't  it?  "    Darly 

had  lit  another  lamp. 

370 
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Molly,  rubbing  her  hands  together,  bent  over  the 
fire  as  she  answered. 

'*  I  think  Paul  is  a  trifle  weaker,  I  don't  know.  I'm 
too  near  him  to  gauge  correctly.  The  nurse  is  a  jewel 
and  he  is  absolutely  content  with  her.  You  know,  Paul 
has  changed  in  a  great  many  ways  the  last  three  years." 

"  Yes,  that  was  to  be  expected.  What  a  pretty  cos- 
tume, Molly.     Is  it  new?  " 

'^  I  got  it  a  little  while  ago.  I'm  going  to  wear  it 
to  New  York,  you  know.  I  go  on  the  noon  train  to- 
morrow." 

"  Oh,  do  you  ?  To  sec  Mr.  Almy  about  Paul's 
work?" 

"  Yes." 

"  Mr.  Almy  was  here  last  week,  wasn't  he  ?  " 

'^Just  passing  through.  He  spent  the  afternoon 
with  us.  There  was  some  —  some  revision  to  be 
made.  Paul  improved  things  wonderfully  for  him." 
Molly  sat  down  in  the  teakwood  chair.  Her  costume 
was  not  only  pretty;  it  was  becoming.  It  was  a  tail- 
ored suit  of  bishop'^  purple,  edged  with  leopard  skin, 
and  a  blouse  of  lavender  satin  and  an  aura  of  soft 
pink  tulle.  A  silk,  shirred  bonnet  loaded  with  parma 
violets  and  silver-buckled  purple  kid  shoes  made  the 
picture  complete. 

"  You  ordered  that  dress  from  New  York,  didn't 
you?" 

"Yes.  That  is  my  reward  for  being  messenger; 
Paul  likes  it."     Molly  was  busy  studying  the  fire. 

"  I  miss  Jack  and  Nate,  but  they'll  be  back  soon. 
How  long  do  you  expect  to  be  gone  ?  "     The  conversa- 
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tion  was  jerky  and  awkward  and  both  of  them  knew 
it 

"  Oh,  three  or  four  days.  You  see,  Darly,  it  is 
the  only  vacation  I  can  expect  and  it  does  rest  me  to  go 
to  a  hotel  and  be  able  to  sleep  my  head  off  and  wake 
up  and  shop  or  play  or  do  what  I  like.  I  love  to  have 
my  breakfast  sent  up  to  my  room  and  to  eat  things  I 
haven't  had  to  buy  and  bring  home  and  cook  and  serve. 
I  don't  go  to  my  cousins'  because  they'd  keep  remind- 
ing me  of  it  all  and  asking  endless  questions,"  Molly 
rattled  on  glibly;  "  it  really  makes  it  easier  for  me  to 
be  cheerful  and  keep  poised.     I  know  you  understand." 

"  Is  Mr.  Almy  pleasant  to  you  ?  " 

"  Oh,  yes  —  of  course  he  is  mighty  busy.  I  —  I 
just  see  him  for  business." 

"  There  will  come  an  end  of  the  work  some  day  — 
what  then?" 

"  Oh,  Mr.  Almy  has  friends  and  Paul  has  a  rare 
knack  and  —  I've  made  myself  stop  worrying.  I  had 
to,  Darly,  if  I  was  to  keep  afloat." 

Darly  moved  her  chair  back  from  the  blaze.  She 
did  not  answer. 

Then  Molly  asked,  "  Do  you  think  there  is  any  pos- 
sible hope  of  Paul's  ever  getting  well?" 

"  No,  Molly." 

**  Or  of  his  mind  going?  " 

"  No  one  can  tell." 

"  It  seems  very  cruel,  doesn't  it?  " 

"  Very.  But  he  has  you.  You  compensate  for  it 
all  —  in  Paul's  eyes."     Darly  watched  her  keenly. 
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Molly  stirred  in  her  chair.  "  No,  it  isn't  me  —  it's 
the  being  made  so  comfortable." 

'*  No,  Molly,  it  is  you.  Paul  would  die  without 
you." 

The  purple  eyes  narrowed.  "If  that  were  to  hap- 
pen, perhaps  —  it  would  be  for  the  best?" 

"But  that  isn't  going  to  happen  —  is  it,  Molly?" 
Darly  put  her  hand  on  Molly's  chair  arm. 

MoUy  started.  "What  nonsense  we've  talked; 
droning  by  a  fire  does  it." 

"  Exactly.     Nonsense,'*  Darly  repeated  distinctly. 

Molly  bit  her  lips.  "  Darly,"  she  said  in  a  choked 
voice,  "  sometimes  it  is  hard  to  know  what  to  do. 
When  the  head  says  one  thing  and  the  heart  an- 
other — " 

"  What  does  the  head  say,  Molly?  " 

"  To  do  my  duty,"  she  answered  in  a  weary  voice. 

"And  the  heart?" 

Molly  sprang  up  angrily.  "We've  been  talking 
nonsense,"  she  said. 

"Molly  — tell  me—" 

"Tell  you  what?" 

"  Come  here  and  sit  down  —  tell  me  ?  Do  you  re- 
member the  day  before  you  were  married,  Molly,  when 
I  gave  you  the  pearls  and  you  were  sure  that  nothing 
could  ever  dim  your  own  and  Paul's  happiness  ?  I  told 
you  that  you  must  always  come  to  me  and  tell  me 
things.  .  .  .  Molly,  remember  this:  secrets  always 
fester.  Always.  Well,  it  is  over  four  years  since 
then  and  things  have  changed     All  the  old  plans  and 
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dreams  are  at  a  standstill.  Molly,  look  at  me;  don^t 
shut  me  away  from  your  own  self.  My  dear,  I  know 
—  Fve  known  for  a  long  time." 

"  Known  what?"  asked  Molly  between  set  teeth. 

''  Known/' 

"  Known  what?  '^  she  asked  in  a  quick,  angry  tone. 
"  You're  trying  to  lead  me  onl  " 

"  Molly  1     That's  not  fair." 

"  No,  it  isn't  —  to  either  of  us.  Let's  talk  about 
tatting  or  Slim." 

"  Then  you  won't  tell  me?  "  asked  Darly  wistfully. 

"  There  is  nothing  to  tell." 

"  And  what  will  you  tell  Paul  ? "  said  Darly  with 
sudden,  rising  power. 

Molly  gave  a  stifled  cry.  "  I  don't  know  —  I  don't 
know,"  she  said  helplessly.  "Don't,  Darly — don't 
ask  me  I  I've  come  through  this  so  many  times;  I 
have  lived  it  over  every  night  of  my  life  —  the  telling. 
I  can't  tell  him.  I  can't.  And  yet,  I  won't  go  on  —  I 
can't  do  that,  either.  I'm  torn  between  the  two  of 
them  —  and  I  love  Lars."  She  put  her  head  in  Darly's 
lap  and  sobbed. 

Darly  was  silent. 

Finally,  looking  up  at  her,  flushed  and  tearful,  a 
remnant  of  the  intense,  girlish  Molly  came  back  to  asl^ 
"  Do  you  just  hate  me,  Darly?  " 

"  Hate  you  ?  What  an  idea  1  Molly  dear,  I  knew 
it  when  I  first  saw  you  with  him." 

"But  it  wasn't  then  —  how  did  you  know?" 

"  I  knew,"  said  Darly  briefly.  "  It  was  bound  to 
happen.     Just  as  the  tide  rises  and  the  tide  goes  out. 
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The  tide  has  been  rising  and  going  out  for  thousands 
of  years  —  and  will  rise  and  will  go  out  for  thousands 
of  more.     Nothing  can  stay  it !  " 

Molly  rested  her  arms  on  Darly's  knee.  ^^  Am  I  so 
wrong?  "  she  asked  simply. 

**  You  are  trying  hard  to  be  right,  Molly.  But 
you're  not.  You  are  trying  hard  to  believe  every 
lovely,  singing,  beautiful  lie  he  has  told  you  —  but  you 
can't,  *  way  deep.'  You  are  smothering  the  *  way 
deep '  part.  But  it  can  haunt.  .  .  .  Molly,  don't  go 
to  New  York  again." 

"  I'd  like  to  tell  you  all  about  it.  I'm  glad  I've 
finally  told  some  one.  ...  I  want  to  tell  you  just  how 
it  started  and  perhaps  you'll  understand.  You  see, 
Darly,  this  is  diflferent  from  any  other  affair  —  harder 
—  lovelier !  " 

"  Yes,  dear." 

And  leaning  on  Darly's  tired  self,  Molly  told  her 
story;  of  the  weeks  and  months  of  strange  happiness 
with  Almy  and  the  guilty,  monotonous  hours  spent 
with  Paul;  of  the  planning  for  her  marriage  with  Almy 
and  her  divorce  from  Paul  and  the  apparently  logical, 
forceful  arguments  in  favor  of  both.  Almy  had 
grounded  her  well  in  them  for  he  honestly  believed  he 
was  speaking  only  the  truth,  and  Molly,  because  of  her 
love,  had  accepted  them  without  protest.  It  was  not 
right  that  she  be  tied  to  Paul,  a  sinking  ship.  It  was 
not  right  to  leave  Lars  Almy  rudderless. 

Her  love  for  Paul  had  faded  into  a  thing  of  tender 
memories  and  infinite  compassion.  It  seemed  as  if  her 
marriage  with  its  following  year  of  happiness  occurred 
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in  another  lifetime,  with  the  remembrance  carried  into 
her  present  existence  to  baffle  and  delay  decisions. 
She  did  love  Paul.  She  would  always  love  and  ad- 
mire him.  But  not  as  her  husband  —  could  Darly  un- 
derstand? If  it  would  make  Paul  well,  she  would 
gladly  die  for  him.  But  since  miracles  no  longer  hap- 
pen—  well,  was  she  so  wrong?  Could  she  not  fulfill 
her  relationship  to  Paul  just  as  devotedly  if  she 
married  Almy?  Of  course  she  would  want  to  come 
to  him  often,  to  do  everything  in  the  world  which 
should  give  him  ease  and  comfort  —  besides,  Paul 
wanted  to  see  her  happy;  it  bothered  him  because  she 
spent  her  life  in  such  narrow  circles.  Not  a  day  passed 
but  what  he  said  s6.  And  he  really  preferred  the  way 
the  nurse  read  out  loud  and  played  games  I  So  much 
of  Paul's  life  was  light  amusement  to  while  away  clock 
ticks.  Molly's  life  veered  toward  the  tragic  if  she 
remained  with  him,  surrendered  her  womanhood  on 
the  threshold  of  his  sick-room!  Couldn't  Darly  see 
the  difference  —  of  course  there  had  never  before  been 
quite  so  hard  or  sad  a  problem  I 

And  they  were  trying  to  be  so  kind  and  honorable. 
Paul  should  never  want.  They  would  provide  lavishly 
in  every  way.  But  they  must  each  be  allowed  to  live 
their  own  lives  together!  Wasn't  that  only  fair  and 
right?  And  wasn't  it  more  decent  than  most  of  the 
world's  decisions  ?  They  were  so  very  happy,  happier 
as  each  day  passed,  even  though  it  was  hard  to  wait 
until  they  felt  it  was  time  to  tell  Paul.  They  had  not 
exactly  settled  upon  the  time  —  that  would  come  as  an 
mspiration.     But  it  was  not  to  be  much  longer ! 
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After  they  were  married,  Almy  was  to  retire  and 
take  up  some  of  his  rich  farm  lands  and  develop  them. 
This  was  Molly's  wish  —  and  she  would  come  to  see 
Paul,  if  he  liked,  and  would  always  take  care  that  he 
was  comfortable.  Wasn't  that  right  and  generous  on 
Almy's  part?  Ah,  he  was  a  hero,  a  godl  Why,  there 
were  no  two  sides  to  the  matter,  when  one  really  got 
debating  it.  She  could  never  tell  of  all  the  splendid 
things  he  had  done  for  Paul.  She  could  never  fully 
recover  from  the  surprise  of  having  him  love  her ;  love 
her  so  truly  that  he  would  move  heaven  and  earth  to 
make  her  his  wife.  Wasn't  it  right,  wasn't  it,  wasn't 
itf 

When  she  finished,  Darly  said  quietly,  "If  your 
child  had  been  born  a  cripple,  Molly,  would  you  have 
sent  it  to  an  orphan  asylum  and  taken  a  physically  per- 
fect child  to  your  breast?  " 

"  I  knew  you'd  say  things  to  me."  Molly  put  her 
hands  to  her  ears  in  protest.  "  Lars  knew  it.  He 
warned  me." 

"  So  he  was  afraid  of  me?  " 

"  You  can't  understand,  Darly,  this  is  different  — 
different  from  every  other  man  and  woman.  From 
every  other  triangle.  My  dear,  Paul  doesn't  need  me. 
Oh,  Darly,  you  don't  know  how  hard  I  care  —  how 
very  deeply." 

"  Then  why  hesitate  at  all.  Why  wait  another 
hour?" 

"  Because  —  because  —  we  wait  because  we  want  to 
be  kind.  Don't  you  sec?  We  don't  want  regrets  to 
haunt  our  marriage," 
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"  But  youVe  just  been  telling  me  how  kind  you 
are  1  " 

'*  You  think  I'm  wrong?  You  think  I  should  send 
Lars  Almy  out  of  my  life  and  stay  with  Paul  —  and 
starve  ?  How  can  we  live  —  his  work  has  always  been 
a  kindly  farce  —  all  Lars'  generosity?  How  shall  we 
live?     Shall  I  t^ke  roomers?" 

"  A  thousand  times  —  yes." 

Molly  stood  up,  stamping  her  foot  angrily.  "  You 
shall  not  tell  me  things  like  that.     It  isn't  fair." 

"  Who  is  to  tell  Paul  — ^  you  or  Lars?  " 

"  Together." 

"  A  two-edged  sword  I  " 

"Darlyl" 

"Molly!" 

"  Darly,  I  am  going  away  and  I  won't  come  here 
again.  I  must  not  go  to  him  to-morrow  in  a  sea  of  be- 
wilderment and  doubt.  I've  been  through  that  so  many 
times  and  he  has  always  brought  me  to  my  senses.  I 
know  what  I  intend  to  do.  And  after  a  little,  I  shall 
do  it.     If  you  think  any  the  less  of  me  — ^" 

"You  will  not  do  it,  Molly?" 

"I  will  not?  I  will  do  it  as  surely  as  I  live.  I 
will  not  live  if  I  don't." 

"  They  always  say  that.'* 

"But  this  is  different—" 

"  Is  it?  Is  the  tide  different  from  the  tide  of  a 
thousand  years  ago?  " 

"  Darly,  why  do  these  things  come  to  people  ?  " 

"  Why  does  anything  come  to  any  one  ?  Why  was 
Paul  hurt?" 
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"  I  don't  know.     I'm  asking  you." 

"  I'm  asking  you.  That's  what  a  big  part  of  life 
is  —  asking  each  other  I  We  stumble  and  bruise  our- 
selves and  scramble  halfway  back,  panting,  discouraged, 
to  ask  each  other,  *Why  does  this  come  to  mef* 
Well,  if  any  one  could  answer  positively  and  for  all 
time,  there  would  be  an  end  to  falls  and  bruises  and 
consequent  results.     There  would  be  an  end  to  life  1 " 

"  Your  life  is  lived,"  the  younger  woman  told  her 
steadily;  *'  you  can  sit  by  the  fire  and  say  these  things 
beautifully.  I  am  young.  I  want  children.  I  am 
starved  for  love.     I  shall  have  all  of  it !  " 

"  Sometimes  when  one  sits  by  the  fire  —  one  remem- 
bers," Darly  added. 

'^  But  it's  dead  and  done  with  —  like  looking  at  a 
pressed  leaf.  Of  course  it  grew  at  one  time  but  it  was 
through  bleeding  when  it  was  closed  between  the  pages 
of  the  book!" 

Darly  threw  back  her  faded  head.  "  Molly,  have 
I  failed  with  you  both?  Have  I  failed  with  Jack  and 
with  you  —  my  children?  Have  I  failed  with  my 
life?" 

"  Of  course  not,  Darly.  Jack  —  Jack  —  I  — " 
Molly  was  at  a  loss  for  words.  She  would  have  been 
glad  to  have  swerved  the  conversation  to  Jack's  life. 

"  I  would  rather  see  my  son  come  to  me  in  a  tramp's 
clothes  than  to  see  the  sullen,  mercenary  man  he  has 
grown  to  be.  And  to  have  him  hug  to  his  heart  the  old 
theory  of  no  intrigue,  no  divorce  —  trying  to  live  life 
normally  while  a  parasite  fattens  and  grows  about  his 
soul!     I  would  rather  see  you  taking  roomers,  as  you 
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suggested,  than  to  see  you  kill  your  husband  in  order 
to  marry  Lars  Almyl  Oh,  you  think  Fm  a  faded, 
oldish  woman  —  I  am.  I,  too,  lived,  Molly  —  per- 
haps I  haven't  quite  stopped  bleeding.  I  can't  talk  to 
you  and  make  you  take  my  view-point.  You  cannot 
teach  a  person  by  mere  words.  Only  by  acts.  You'll 
listen  to  me  politely  and  you'll  be  angry  at  me  for  dis- 
agreeing with  you  —  and  no  matter  what  you  prom- 
ised me  temporarily,  the  moment  Lars  Almy  kisses  you 
everything  I  have  said  or  done  or  prayed  for  you  will 
be  erased  from  your  mind  as  if  a  sponge  were  rubbed 
over  a  slate  1  That  is  the  way  with  love,  Molly.  I 
remember  that  much  1  " 

"Would  you  rather  I  didn't  come  again?"  she 
asked  coldly. 

"  I  don't  care.  If  you  want  to  come,  I'm  always 
glad.  But  sometimes,  when  people  are  undergoing  a 
great  question  such  as  yours,  they  smooth  their  con- 
sciences a  good  many  times  by  coming  to  some  one  who 
does  not  agree  with  them  and  let  themselves  be  appar- 
ently swayed.  But  only  for  the  moment.  They  like 
to  accept  the  lectures  —  as  effective  as  lashings  with  a 
silk  cord  —  and  listen  and  say,  *Yes,  now  I've  con- 
sidered this  deeply.'  It  is  a  pleasant  deceit  aiding  the 
stifling  of  conscience.  No,  Molly,  don't  come  if  it  is  in 
that  spirit.  .  .  .  But  come,  even  if  we  talk  of  books 
and  unreal  things.  Because  I  love  you,  and  the  older  I 
grow  the  more  lonely  I  am  for  my  children."  Darly 
drew  her  to  her  tenderly. 

Molly's  proud,  black  head  nestled  humbly  on  her 
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shoulder.  "  I'll  come,  Darly,  always  —  but  you're 
right.  Fd  only  come  pretending  if  I  tried  to  argue 
about  Lars.  I'll  come  until  we  are  married  and  then, 
perhaps,  you'll  see  things  with  our  eyes  I  " 


CHAPTER  XXXIV 

♦♦X**^  ^^1  ready,  Paul;  was  there  anything  else?" 
Molly,  in  her  purple  suit,  stood  in  the  doorway 
of  his  room. 

The  nurse  was  downstairs,  busy  with  his  tray.  It 
was  a  much  improved  room  with  bookcases  filled  with 
light,  pleasant  reading  matter,  a  lapboard  for  work 
and  games,  a  Victrola,  and  a  dozen  similar  devices  to 
while  away  time.  Paul  was  in  a  wheel  chair,  three 
hours  of  the  day.  When  summer  came  he  was  to  get 
on  the  veranda.  He  said  he  wanted  to  watch  Molly 
working  in  her  garden. 

"  Yes,  there  is,"  Paul  looked  at  her  wistfully. 
"  You're  lovely  in  that,  Molly  —  a  little  bit  like  a 
tiger  lady.     But  it's  mighty  becoming." 

"  I'm  glad  if  you  like  it.  Tell  me  quickly,  dear,  for 
I've  hardly  time  now." 

"  Molly," —  Paul  glanced  out  the  window  — 
"  there's  no  use  in  talking,  I  can't  even  criticize  that 
stuff;  I'm  slipping  back  in  regard  to  work.  This  stuff 
I  do  isn't  worth  one-tenth  of  what  Almy  pays  me. 
And  we  don't  want  charity,  do  we?  " 

"  No,  of  course  not?  " 

"  It's  very  fine  of  him  but  I  can't  let  it  go  on.     It's 

bothered  me  of  late.     I  haven't  improved  any  of  that 

stuff," —  he  pointed  at  the  leather  portfolio  —  "  it's 

an  effort  even  to  think  about  it.     I  find  myself  wanting 
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to  do  absolutely  nothing.  Fm  tired  all  of  the  time. 
It  is  hard  for  you,  Molly-Bunch,  but  you  are  so  game 
you'd  face  anything.  I  want  you  to  tell  Mr.  Almy 
this  and  be  square.  You're  always  absolutely  square 
with  every  one.  Just  say  that  I  don't  feel  I  can  attempt 
any  more  work  for  a  little.  I  don't  doubt  but  in  a 
little  I'll  pick  up.  We  can  manage ;  I  must  try  to  help 
myself  more  and  do  without  a  nurse.  Oh,  Molly,  is 
there  anything  in  the  world  that  would  be  too  good 
for  you  1  "     Paul's  eyes  filled  with  tears. 

Molly  came  and  knelt  beside  him.  *'  You  really 
feel  this  is  true  ?  "  she  asked,  the  purple  eyes  narrow- 
ing. 

"  I'm  afraid  so,  little  girl.  It  hurt  worse  to  tell  you 
than  to  care  a  straw  about  myself.  Oh,  if  I  were  only 
the  strong  one  and  you  the  weak.  Then  I  would  show 
you  how  hard  I  care,  Molly  1  " 

Molly's  eyes  closed  for  an  instant.  ''It  is  all  right, 
Paul;  we  can  manage  ...  I  will  tell  him." 

"  Thank  you.  I'll  feel  honest.  I  haven't  felt  hon- 
est in  three  years,  Molly."  He  looked  at  her  appeal- 
ingly.  *'  Molly,  you  don't  hate  me,  do  you,  for  having 
to  admit  this?" 

"  What  an  idea !  "  she  said  vaguely. 

"  You  won't  stay  four  days,  will  you  ?  Now  that 
I've  had  to  tell  you  this?" 

"  No,"  she  said  with  an  effort,  "  I'll  stay  —  two." 

"  Kiss  me  again,  darling  —  Molly,  I  can't  tell  it  to 
you  but — " 

Hastily,  as  if  he  were  a  demonstrative  child,  she 
hushed  him.     The  nurse  was  coming  up  with  his  tray. 
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Molly  gave  her  some  last  directions.  Then  she 
picked  up  her  bag  and  the  portfolio.  ''  Good-bye,  Paul 
—  take  good  care  of  him,  Miss  Blake." 

The  nurse  arched  her  eyebrows.  She  had  her  own 
opinions. 

Almy  kissed  her  impulsively  in  the  Grand  Central, 
although  Molly  protested  and  tried  to  scold  him. 

"  Can't  help  it  —  whole  ten  and  a  half  days  since 
I've  seen  you.  Got  eighteen  things  to  tell  you  and  a 
surprise.     Hop  in  —  home,  Jasper." 

They  whirled  away  in  the  white  machine  up  to  the 
apartment,  where  Molly's  dainty  dinner  waited  her 
and  a  bouquet  of  roses,  in  the  middle  of  which  rested  a 
white  leather  jeweller's  case. 

''  Lars,  how  wonderful  I  "  she  said,  opening  it  and 
looking  at  the  garnet  necklace.  ^'  But  I  must  not  take 
it  —  yet." 

"  Well,  either  you  take  it  or  Jasper  will  use  it  for  a 
necktie,"  he  assured  her  whimsically.  "  See  here, 
Molly,  you  might  kiss  me  a  little  more  often.  I  don't 
approve  of  this-  shyness." 

She  shook  her  head.     *'  I'm  hungry;  let  me  eat." 

"  Sordid  one  —  then  I'll  smoke." 

He  leaned  back  across  the  table  to  watch  her  de- 
lightedly. 

"  You're  prettier  than  ever  —  that  dress  thing  sim- 
ply brings  out  about  one-tenth  of  your  possibilities.  I 
don't  know  much  about  women's  clothes  but  I  can  tell 
about  the  general  effects.  I  want  to  see  you  in  a  cloth 
of  dull  gold  evening  gown  cut  low  and  a  lot  of  blue 
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tissue  paper  chiifon  stuff  wrapped  about  it  —  and  the 
diamonds  I  have  in  view  for  you.  Then  I'll  have  your 
picture  painted  and  if  your  daughters  ever  think  they 
are  rather  good  looking,  I'll  lead  them  in  and  say, 
'  There,  my  children,  there  is  a  beautiful  woman;  now 
run  and  get  a  face  veil  I '  "  Almy  chuckled  in  spite  of 
himself. 

Molly  tried  to  frown.  "  You  are  only  six  years  old, 
anyhow,"  she  said.  "  Now,  let's  talk  seriously,"  and 
her  face  grew  grave. 

They  went  into  the  library  and  took  their  usual  chairs 
before  the  fire.  "How  late  will  you  stay,  dearest? 
And  what  shall  we  plan  to  do  to-morrow?  '* 

"  First,  I  can't  stay  four  days,  no  —  listen,  I  must 
only  stay  two.     I  have  a  —  a  —  particular  reason." 

"  You  can't  go  short  of  four  —  but  never  mind,  plan 
ahead." 

**  Well,  we  can  lunch  and  drive  and  do  the  theater 
and  then  I'll  plan  to  go  home  the  next  morning  — 
early." 

"  You  won't.  Don't  you  know  how  much  these 
times  mean  to  me  ?  " 

"  What  do  you  suppose  they  mean  to  me  ?  "  she  re- 
torted. 

"I  know  — it's  the  same  to  both  of  us.  Because 
we  are  one."     He  kissed  her  hair  impulsively. 

"  Lars,  before  —  before  we  finally  do  anything  dras- 
tic," she  said,  almost  timidly,  "  let  us  talk  about  it 
again;  try  to  see  if,  in  the  biggest  sense,  we  are  right. 
Let  us  — " 

**  Let  us  have  you  come  and  sit  in  my  lap.     We're 
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not  going  to  do  anything  wrong,  Molly.  We  are,  in 
the  biggest  sense,  doing  right.  Now  that  has  all  been 
talked  threadbare  months  ago.  (Molly,  that  dimple 
in  your  left  cheek  is  very  enticing  —  it  reminds  me  of  a 
shelf  where  elves  tucked  a  sleepy  pearl  in.)  I  went  up 
to  '  our  *  farm  in  the  mountains  the  other  day ;  the  lodge 
there  will  delight  your  heart.  I  find  myself  wanting 
to  shut  up  these  blooming  factories  and  go  there  to- 
morrow —  with  you." 

**  I  have  something  to  tell  you,'*  said  Molly  softly, 
putting  her  cheek  against  his.  "  Paul  is  beginning  to 
realize,  to  realize  that  this  work  of  his  is  a  farce;  he 
thinks  it  is  a  pretext  on  your  part  to  be  charitable  and 
he  does  not  want  it  any  longer.  You  see  —  his  — 
mind  —  isn't  —  dulled  —  in  —  all  —  ways." 

"  I  see,  dearest.     Well,  what  shall  we  do?  " 

Molly  slipped  to  the  floor.  "  Lars,  there  is  no  use 
in  waiting,  is  there?  If —  if  we  are  going  to  tell  him? 
He  knows  now  that  he  is  incapable  of  work;  it  only  wor- 
ried him  because  he  thought  it  might  worry  me.  I 
can't  see  the  use  in  trying  to  pretend  any  more.  I  was 
only  waiting  to  see  if  —  he  —  did  —  realize  1  " 

Lars  gave  a  happy  cry.  "  Molly,  then  we'll  be 
together  before  we  even  dared  plan?  " 

She  nodded,  but,  for  some  strange  reason,  she  trem- 
bled.    "  How  shall  we  tell  him?  " 

"  I'll  tell  him,"  Almy  answered. 

"  You're  afraid  I  would  weaken,"  she  said  quickly. 

He  half-way  nodded.  '*  It  is  I  who  want  you ;  it  is  I 
who  must  tell." 
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^^No,  it  is  I  who  am  leaving;  it's  no  fair  to  sneak 
down  the  back  stairs  1 '' 

'*  Don't  say  such  things;  it  is  not  sneaking;  it  is  right 
—  right,"  Almy  half  shook  her  with  savage  tender- 
ness." 

"  I  don't  know  so  much  about  that," —  Molly's  pur- 
ple eyes  were  glowing  — "  but  I  love  you.  And  I'm 
going  to  go  ahead  —  like  the  tide." 

**  Then  —  when  —  you  —  go  —  back,"  he  kissed 
her  between  each  word. 

She  clung  to  him,  fascinated,  absorbed,  radiant. 
"I'll  end  it  1" 

"  You'll  begin  1 "  he  corrected. 

"  I'll  belong  to  you,"  she  murmured. 

*'  And  we'll  be  happy,"  he  answered. 

Jack,  racing  his  machine  recklessly  up  the  hill, 
jumped  out  and  lurched  clumsily  against  a  tree.  He 
was  not  quite  clear  as  to  what  he  was  doing.  The 
three-day  debauch  had  left  its  mark.  He  was  in  the 
addled,  self-sufficient  state  of  mind  where  he  was  per- 
fectly competent  to  handle  every  one's  affairs.  And 
he  wanted  to  see  his  mother  first  of  all  and  tell  her  he 
was  home  from  the  convention  and  that  he  felt  she 
ought  to  sell  the  old  house  and  move  into  smaller  quar- 
ters, the  hill  was  quite  too  lonely ! 

He  had  the  ambition  and  strength  of  ten  men,  he 
thought,  as  he  walked  noisily  up  the  steps,  kicking  and 
scuffling  his  way  along.  He  had  found  himself  at  last, 
he  thought  with  a  drunken  triumph;  he  was  through 
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with  being  blue  and  worried  and  lonely,  like  a  fidgety 
old  woman.  He  kicked  at  the  door.  It  was  Saturday 
night.  Hetty  was  out.  Nate  had  a  class.  He  drew 
out  his  latch  key  which  he  had  never  relinquished. 
The  door  opened  stubbornly  and  he  gave  it  a  rude  blow. 
Everything  seemed  sharp  and  well  defined  to  him  — 
and  he  was  mad  with  a  riotous,  ugly  joy. 

He  began  shouting,  **  Hullo,  Darly  —  hullo  there  — 
in  the  dark,  are  you  —  oh,  Darly  —  oh  — ^" 

No  one  answered.  He  struck  a  match.  The  draw- 
ing-room was  apparently  empty,  but  in  the  last  flicker 
of  the  thread  of  light  he  caught  a  glimpse  of  Darly's 
head  resting  in  her  rosewood  chair. 

"  Asleep,  bless  her,"  he  tiptoed  over  clumsily,  with 
an  unsteady  gait,  and  bent  down  to  kiss  her. 

Then  he  gave  a  violent  scream.  "  My  God  — 
Darly!     Darly  —  speak  to  me  —  Pm  mad^^^^ 

He  managed  somehow  to  tear  out  the  box  of  matches 
and  to  light  the  gas.  It  was  an  upper  jet  and  it  threw 
a  ghastly  light  on  the  large  room  —  and  on  Darly! 
She  was  dressed  in  her  lavender  tea  gown,  the  familiar 
tinted  cameo  at  her  throat,  smiling  as  though  only 
asleep,  her  head  tipped  naturally  to  one  side.  And  on 
Molly's  teakwood  chair  there  rested,  just  as  Darly's 
hands  had  taken  it  from  the  wall,  the  last  thing  she  had 
done,  placed  there  beside  her  —  the  portrait  of  the 
child  Jack  in  his  velvet  jacket  and  deep  lace  collar. 
The  blue  eyes  smiled  at  her  frankly,  as  she  had  thought 
they  would  always  smile.  And  so  she  had  died  — 
not  alone  —  but  happy  with  her  son  beside  her ! 

"  Speak  to  me  —  speak  to  me  —  Darly,  look  at  me," 
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he  kept  saying,  chattering  with  sudden  cold.  He  be- 
gan to  warm  her  hands,  so  thin  and  faded  and  indicative 
of  weariness.  **  Darly,  wake  up  —  Fm  dreaming  — 
I'm  dreaming  —  I  want  to  wake  up  —  it's  the  whisky 
that  has  clouded  me  —  Darly  —  Darly  — " 

Nate  coming  home  found  him  so  —  the  man  who 
was  to  live  his  own  life  and  let  the  other  fatten  and  feed 
without  end  on  his  soul  —  an  incoherent,  semi-drunken 
thing,  sobbing  and  swearing  and  trying  to  pretend  the 
substance  was  the  shadow. 

Then  Nate  saw  Darly  I 


CHAPTER  XXXV 

H,  dear  —  what  next?  "  was  Stephanie's  first 
comment.  And  her  second,  "  I  can  dye 
nearly  everything  I  have,  and  the  things  I 
can^t  dye  I  can  lay  aside.  They  are  making  everything 
so  loose  these  days  that  there  will  be  enough  to  make 
them  all  over  in  style  later  on !  " 

To  which  Molly  answered  nothing.  In  fact,  she 
had  scarcely  heard  what  Stephanie  was  saying,  or  saw 
that  she  dabbled  a  lace  handkerchief  artistically  before 
her  eyes,  when  Jack  came  in,  and  murmured  something 
about  its  being  "  too  much  of  a  shock  for  her !  '* 

Jack  hardly  heard  her  either.  He  had  moved  about 
automatically,  just  as  Nate  told  him  to,  telephoned  and 
written  letters  and  sent  wires  and  said,  "  Yes,"  and 
"  No,*'  and,  "  Of  course,"  and,  "  Thank  you,"  as  the 
occasion  demanded.  When  he  finished  Nate's  last 
batch  of  orders,  he  went  back  stupidly  to  wait  until  she 
told  him  something  else  to  do  or  say.  As  long  as  Nate 
kept  him  busy,  he  could  go  on.  He  did  not  try  to  stop 
to  think  or  to  realize  it.  He  merely  knew  he  was 
doing  a  great  many  things  he  had  never  been  called 
upon  to  do  before,  and  that  after  it  was  all  over  and 
he  was  alone  —  quite  alone  —  he  would  realize. 

"  You're  to  come  up  to  see  her,"  he  said  now  in  a 
queer,  cold  voice.     "  I  have  the  machine  outside." 

390 


PARADISE  AUCTION  391 

'*I  hate  to  look  at  dead  people,  Jack/*  Stephanie 
sobbed.  "I  see  them  in  my  sleep  —  is  she  very 
awful?" 

Molly  winced.     Jack  did  not  seem  to  hear  her. 

"  Are  they  going  to  leave  all  those  lovely  rings  on  ?  *' 
Stephanie  continued,  getting  into  a  newly  purchased 
black  coat  with  ceremony. 

Still  Jack  did  not  answer.  He  was  staring  out  the 
window,  wondering  if  he  had  done  everything  Nate 
told  him.  It  seemed  to  him  there  was  always  a  long, 
black  wagon  standing  in  front  of  Darly's  drawing- 
room,  and  that  Nate,  quite  natural  and  dressed  not  in 
black  but  in  her  rumpled  linen  dress,  was  saying  quick, 
brisk  things  to  the  sombre-faced  men  with  their  dam* 
nable  shiny  gloves  and  black  suits  and  telling  him  to  do 
this  and  that,  asking  his  opinion  and  then  answering  for 
him  to  cover  up  his  stupidity. 

"  Stephanie,"  said  Molly,  in  an  angry  voice,  "  how 
can  you  1  " 

"  Can  I  what?  Oh,  Molly,  don't  make  me  unhappy 
—  at  this  time.  I  don't  want  all  of  dear  Darly's  rings 
lost  forever ;  it  would  be  like  saving  part  of  her  I  Jack, 
have  you  seen  to  that  ?  " 

"  Come  on,"  said  Jack  roughly.  He  had  just  re- 
membered a  message  Nate  told  him  to  send.  His  was 
the  mentality  of  a  subnormal  child  with  a  harsh  task- 
master —  nothing  else  mattered  just  then  but  Nate  and 
what  Nate  said. 

He  led  them  out  to  the  machine  —  Aunt  Reba  prop- 
erly muffled  in  a  dark  veil,  and  Molly  silent  and  white 
faced,  while  Stephanie  did  the  sobbing  for  every  one. 
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The  black  wagon  was  gone  when  they  ran  up  the 
drive.  It  seemed  very  foolish  to  associate  Darly  with 
black  wagons  anyway,  when  the  real  Darly  was  out  in 
her  garden  peeping  at  the  late  fall  blossoms  —  a  happy, 
free  Darly  no  longer  hampered  by  a  worn-out  body. 
That  was  what  Molly  tried  telling  herself. 

Stephanie  sobbed  as  she  saw  the  simple  wreath  of 
leaves  with  white  flowers  centering  it  on  the  door. 
"  There  isn't  a  shred  of  crepe,"  she  managed  to  whis- 
per as  they  went  in;  "  you'd  think  she  was  a  young  per- 
son!" 

Nate  was  talking  to  some  one  on  the  'phone.  She 
said  good-bye  cheerfully  almost  and  then  came  into  the 
drawing-room.  The  blinds  were  partially  drawn,  to 
conform  to  custom,  and  the  little  piano  closed.  That, 
too,  seemed  absurd.  Darly  would  have  laughed  at 
them.  Resting  in  a  lavender  box,  which  stood  between 
the  fireplace,  was  the  figure  of  a  lovely,  faded  woman 
in  a  plain  white  dress  —  Darly,  still  smiling  because 
she  had  gone  to  sleep  with  her  son  beside  her !  It  was 
such  a  happy  smile  and  such  a  tired  face  —  a  hundred, 
queer  little  lines  had  crept  in  now  that  death  claimed 
her,  that  Molly  did  not  break  down  as  she  had  dreaded. 
Instead,  she  stayed  for  a  long  time  looking  reverently 
at  the  quiet  figure.  It  was  Darly,  even  to  the  last  — 
the  same  Darly  who  had  come  to  Lancaster  years  ago, 
turning  her  back  on  rouge  boxes  while  she  learned  nur- 
sery lullabies  I 

Jack  moved  restlessly  about  the  room,  while  Steph- 
anie and  Aunt  Reba  immediately  sank  into  chairs  and 
sobbed. 
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**  She  is  very  lovely,"  Nate  said  to  Molly, 

"  Very,"  Molly's  thoughts  were  as  unpoised  as 
Jack's.  But  Molly  realized.  "  I'll  be  glad  when  it  is 
all  over." 

Nate  nodded, 

"When  —  when  is  the  funeral?"  asked  Stephanie 
faintly. 

"  To-morrow." 

Then  the  bell  began  to  ring  and  there  was  a  stream 
of  people,  strangers,  old  and  young  and  rich  and  poor, 
who  came  to  pay  -their  tribute.  Somehow  the  news  of 
Darly's  death  spread  broadcast,  and  some  one  began 
asking  Jack  for  details  of  her  old  career  and  some  one 
else  wanted  her  picture,  and  there  appeared  long  col- 
umns about  her  in  the  papers  and  weeks  after  there 
came  back  to  Jack  clippings  from  the  Australian  and 
English  papers  stating  that  "Sara  Heath,  the  inimitable 
Juliet,  had  died  suddenly  at  her  American  home  in 
Lancaster." 

Nate  stayed  to  see  the  people. 

"  She  doesn't  mind  anything,"  said  Stephanie  when 
she  went  away.  "  I  suppose  she  expects  something 
pretty  nice  left  her.'* 

Molly  offered  to  stay,  but  Nate  sent  her  back  to 
Paul,  which  was  the  hardest  thing  she  could  have  done. 
For  Paul,  with  the  helplessness  of  the  shut-in,  grieving 
for  Darly  and  clinging  to  Molly,  became  a  nerve- 
wracking  child  with  both  pain  of  the  body  and  sadness 
of  the  heart. 

Molly  had  sent  Almy  word.  She  knew  he  would 
come  and  she  dreaded  it.     It  seemed  sacrilege,  while 
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the  hush  of  Darly's  death  was  upon  them.  She  could 
not  bear  to  have  him  come  and  speak  of  love  —  or  tell- 
ing Paul.  Somehow  that  still,  faded  figure  with  its 
gentle  smile  halted  every  wild,  rebellious  thought  in 
Molly's  heart  Molly  called  it  grief  —  but  it  was 
something  more  enduring. 

Finally,  Jack  went  home  to  Stephanie,  after  he  had 
done  more  of  those  awful,  detailed  errands  which  fall 
on  some  one's  shoulders,  thanks  to  the  present  mode 
of  civilization,  during  such  a  time.  Nate  had  given 
him  some  coffee. 

Stephanie  demurred  at  his  returning  to  the  brown 
house  so  soon. 

"  Jack,  there  are  plenty  of  people  up  there  —  it's 
too  hard  for  you,"  she  sobbed.  "  Besides,  I'm  fright- 
ened. I'm  afraid  of  dead  people  and  death  and  I 
won't  stay  there  and  I  won't  stay  here  alone.  I  can't 
sleep  a  wink  — " 

Dully,  he  had  pushed  her  away  from  him  and  gone 
back  to  stay  through  the  night,  sitting  in  the  old  draw- 
ing-room and  listening  to  the  October  rain  dot  the 
grass  with  the  promise  of  snow.  Nate  stayed,  too,  he 
remembered,  walking  about  softly  and  bringing  him 
some  more  food  and  talking  to  some  one  else,  he  hon- 
estly did  not  recall  who,  and  managing  to  keep  every- 
thing running  smoothly. 

In  the  early  morning.  Jack  dropped  asleep  for  a  lit- 
tle while  and  Nate  wakened  him  with  a  gentle  shake. 

**  You  must  eat,  dear  boy,"  she  urged. 

For  an  instant,  he  was  startled.    Nate,  in  her  loose 
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bathrobe  and  the  brown  eyes  so  sad  and  tender,  seemed 
like  a  different  creature. 

He  stumbled  up  obediently,  gulping  down  scalding 
coffee  and  part  of  a  roll.  Then  he  went  back  to  see  if 
Darly  was  still  smiling.  The  room  grew  chilly.  He 
began  to  feel  that  something  definite,  never  to  be 
changed,  had  occurred.  But  even  yet,  he  did  not  un- 
derstand all  that  it  meant— ^  and  should  mean  I 

Men  shook  his  hand,  women  cried  with  and  for  him, 
and  there  were  more  black-garbed  men  bringing  in  end- 
less chairs  and  tiptoeing  about  like  well-trained  butlers. 
He  wondered  where  Stephanie  was,  but  she  came  pres- 
ently, draped  in  black.  She  was  a  pretty  picture  with 
her  pale,  oval  face  and  yellow  hair  showing  artistically. 
And  Aunt  Reba  and  Molly  came,  and  he  knew  they  all 
sat  together  upstairs,  and  downstairs  the  rector  was 
saying  monotonously,  "  The  grass  withereth,  the  flower 
fadeth — "  and  some  one  sang  a  h3rmn  and  some  one 
prayed,  and  then  there  was  a  hushed  murmur  and  the 
people  filed  out. 

Carriages  were  drawn  up  before  the  house  and  a 
large,  black  wagon  with  that  greedy,  empty  space  which 
is  satisfied  only  by  the  lavender  boxes!  He  went 
downstairs  to  follow  the  box  and  he  got  into  one  of 
the  carriages  and  was  jolted  over  the  road  to  the  ceme- 
tery. The  workmen,  leaning  on  their  shovels,  looked 
at  the  procession  curiously;  they  had  been  a  trifle  late 
in  finishing  the  grave. 

He  heard  Stephanie  say,  "  We  sent  a  pillow  of  vio- 
lets —  it  was  eighty  dollars  1  *'     And  he  laughed. 
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Then  the  rector  began  again  and  every  one  was 
grouped  about  while  the  trestles  creaked  slowly  and 
down  —  down  —  down  into  the  earth  the  lavender 
box  was  lowered.     That  was  all  1 

They  turned  back  to  the  carriages  and  drove  away 
and  every  one  went  home  with  a  sigh  of  relief  to  talk 
of  live,  taut  things.  Stephanie  and  her  aunt,  com- 
pletely overcome,  were  dropped  off  at  the  apartment 
and  Molly  at  the  bungalow  —  poor,  white-faced  Molly 
with  a  handful  of  memory  flowers  from  Darly's  coffin 
to  take  to  Paul ! 

Nate  and  Jack  drove  back  to  the  house.  Some  one 
had  taken  away  the  pedestals  that  marked  the  measure- 
ments of  the  lavender  box  and  where  it  stood,  and  the 
chairs  were  gone  and  the  blinds  were  up. 

Nate  opened  the  piano  and  one  of  the  little  canary 
birds  cheeped  mournfully. 

"  Jack,"  she  said,  sitting  down  in  Darly's  chair, 
"  what  are  we  going  to  do  now  ?  " 

It  was  the  first  time  Nate  had  asked  any  one  else 
what  to  do.  She  had  done  everything.  Again,  Jack 
felt  a  chill  of  reality. 

"Do?"  he  said  vaguely.  **I  don*t  know  —  what 
is  there  next,  Nate  ?  " 

Nate  leaned  her  head  back  with  sudden  weariness. 
"She  knew  this  was  coming.  Jack;  she  told  me  so. 
She  knew  it!" 

"  How  did  she  know  it?"  His  voice  was  savage, 
rebellious. 

"  I  don't  know ;  she  often  told  me.  *  I'll  just  go  to 
sleep  sometime;  that  is  the  nicest  way  to  go  out.     I 
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don't  want  to  be  ill  or  a  bother  to  any  one.  Til  go  to 
sleep,  part  of  me,  and  the  rest  of  me  will  go  to  live  in 
the  garden !  •  .  .  .  Oh,  Jack,  what  will  we  do  now  ?  '* 

^^  You  mean  what  will  we  do  about  a  will  and  stuff 
like  that  —  things  that  have  to  be  looked  after?"  he 
asked;  "  or  what  will  we  do  without  her?  '* 

"  Both/* 

Jack  kicked  at  a  chair.  "  Til  manage  the  first,  Nate 
—  you Ve  been  more  to  me  than  anything  in  this  world 
except  her  .  .  .  the  last  four  days  I  I  don't  know 
about  the  other.  I  think  we  can  never  manage  with- 
out her." 

"  You  had  better  go  to  Stephanie,"  said  Nate,  after 
a  pause,  "  and  you  ought  to  try  to  rest.  ^  To-morrow, 
come  back  here  and  we  can  talk.  FU  have  rested,  too ; 
I  don't  think  I  can  talk  any  more  right  now.  I'm  done 
out.  I've  got  to  get  away  a  few  hours  by  myself." 
Nate  tottered  as  she  tried  to  walk. 

Still  in  a  maze.  Jack  left  her.  She  had  told  him  to 
go  back  to  Stephanie  and  rest  —  and  he  obeyed  blindly. 

He  was  beginning  to  fight  phantoms  of  the  lavender 
box  and  the  new  harsh  ground. 

He  found  Stephanie  sorting  over  her  clothes 
methodically. 

"Jack,  will  I  have  to  go  into  full  or  semi-mourn- 
ing? "  she  asked.  "  I  have  so  many  good-looking  neu- 
tral tints." 

He  had  not  taken  off  his  hat.  He  stood  in  the  door- 
way of  their  room  in  a  dazed  amazement. 

**  I  know  you're  terribly  fagged,  Jack  dear,"  she 
added.     "  I'm  going  to  get  you  some  tea  as  soon  as 
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I've  finished.  It  is  all  for  the  best,  you  know,  because 
she  probably  could  never  have  been  herself  again.  Of 
course,  I  lost  both  of  my  parents  and  I  understand  what 
suffering  is  •  .  .  But  just  try  to  forget  her  and  go 
on  bravely.  That  is  what  she  would  want  you  to  do  — 
our  poor  Darly."  Stephanie  wiped  her  eyes.  "  After 
all,  Jack,  Aunt  Reba  will  be  a  mother  to  you  if  you'll 
only  let  her  —  and  you  have  me.  I'm  something  to 
work  for,  you  know.  Oh,  dear,  I  could  have  bought  a 
lavender  edge  on  this  as  well  as  a  yellow  but  I  bought 
the  yellow  because  it  matched  my  hair  —  I  never 
dreamed  she  was  to  be  taken.  .  .  .  Now,  I  wonder  — " 

Jack  tumbled  into  a  chair. 

Stephanie  glanced  up  at  him.  *'Jack,  just  think 
what  you  were  spared,"  she  said  quickly;  "weeks  or 
months  or  years  of  illness.  Look  at  Paul!  Think 
of  the  suffering  she  might  have  had  —  the  expense  I 
It  has  been  just  as  convenient  as  it  could  be,  seeing  it 
was  inevitable.  You  know  we  all  have  to  go  on,  dear ; 
oh,  I  hope  I  may  be  taken  first.  There  —  now  — 
that  makes  it  easy  for  me  to  go  ahead.  This  pile 
will  be  put  away  and  this  pile  dyed  and,  really  —  a 
dyed  thing  is  often  better  looking  than  before,  and  this 
pile  I  can  wear  in  about  three  months  — ^  and  anyhow, 
winter  is  almost  here." 

Jack  stared  at  her. 

"  I'll  get  your  tea  now  —  would  you  like  to  lie  down  ? 
Wait  until  I  get  the  spread  turned  back.  It  is  so 
easily  rumpled  and  it  costs  a  dollar  and  a  half  every 
time  it  is  dry  cleaned.  ...  Jack,  have  you  seen  about 
the  will?     I  hope  you  won't  let  Nate  Kail  take  any- 
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thing  out  of  there  until  I  go  up.  I  am  planning  to  go 
to-morrow  —  you  know  there  are  a  great  many  valu- 
able things  and  I  hope  you'll  see  that  dear  Darly's 
rings  are  looked  after  —  it  would  be  so  easy  in  all  the 
confusion  —  and  grief,"  she  added  quickly,  "to  have 
one  or  two  stolen.  I  never  trusted  Hetty.  Do  you 
think  your  mother  left  you  everything,  as  she  should? 
I  hope  she  hasn't  gone  and  made  a  queer  will  I  If  she 
has  left  Nate  Kail  anything  it  is  cause  for  dispute 
because,  surely,  surely,  Jack,  that  girl  went  up  there 
with  the  one  idea  of  living  with  your  mother  and  flat- 
tering her  into  leaving — " 

Jack  sprang  at  her.  He  did  not  know  what  he  said 
or  did.     He  knew  Stephanie  screamed. 

"  Damn  you,"  he  heard  himself  say  in  a  low  voice. 
Then  he  rushed  out  of  the  apartment. 

"  Grief  has  turned  his  mind,"  Stephanie  was  say- 
ing hysterically  to  her  aunt.  "  Oh,  your  mother-in- 
law  doesn't  desert  you  even  after  she's  buried  1 " 
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JACK  tore  up  the  hill  in  his  car.  He  rushed  into 
the  house  and  found  Nate  in  Darly's  room. 
She  was  trying  to  sleep.  She  forgot  the  impro- 
priety of  the  visit  Jack  never  thought  of  it.  Nate 
merely  knew  that  he  came  in  and  told  her  something  in 
a  choked,  thick  voice  and  asked  if  he  might  stay  there 
until  morning. 

"  Of  course,"  she  said.     And  that  settled  it. 

She  left  him  alone,  hardly  knew  where  he  was  or 
what  he  was  doing.  She  heard  him  walking  up  and 
down  and  up  and  down  and  across  and  back  down- 
stairs, and  she  left  some  food  for  him  in  the  dining- 
room. 

After  he  had  tramped  until  he  was  physically  tired, 
he  began  to  search  for  the  picture  1  Nate  had  care- 
fully put  it  back  on  the  wall  but  Jack  climbed  up  and 
got  it  down  and  began  to  scrutinize  it.  Then  he 
looked  at  himself  in  the  pier  mirror  —  looked  at  him- 
self for  the  first  time  in  many  months.  With  eyes  as 
grave  as  Darly's,  he  shuddered  at  what  he  saw  —  a 
sullen,  ill-kempt  and  pitifully  weakened  man  with  an 
ugly  set  of  his  mouth  and  hollows  in  his  cheeks  like  an 
overworked  horse  1 

After  a  long  time  he  was  glad  that  he  had  not  been 

with  Darly  at  the  last ;  that  it  had  been  the  child  Jack 

who  had  sped  her  parting! 

400 
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"  My  son,  have  I  failed  with  you  ?  "  The  words 
rose  up  like  mocking  wraiths  with  which  to  grapple 
mentally. 

"  Failed  with  you  — "  that  tired,  shabby  man  in  the 
glass  —  a  thing  of  bruised,  withering  dreams  I 

"  There  can  be  no  divorce,  there  is  no  intrigue,"  he 
heard  himself  saying. 

"  My  son,  have  I  failed  with  you  ?  "  He  turned  to 
the  glass  again  —  the  same  white,  disgruntled  face 
steeped  in  selfish  materialism  met  his  glance  I 

He  had  been  coming  to  his  mother  still  under  the 
influence  of  intoxication  —  to  tell  her  —  what  was  it? 
He  had  forgotten?  Something  that  was  absurd,  no 
doubt.  And  he  had  found  her  dead  —  that  was  it; 
he  was  getting  it  all  in  proper  logical  order  in  his  ad- 
dled, dizzy  head.  He  had  found  her  dead  —  with 
the  portrait  of  her  little  son  beside  her  I  After  all 
her  years  of  sacrifice  and  bravery  —  no  one  knows 
just  what,  for  in  each  life  are  locked  secrets  which  not 
even  death  divulges  —  after  all  her  years,  he  had  left 
the  paths  she  had  guided  him  along  and  she  had  died, 
thinking  she  had  failed,  with  nothing  but  a  painted 
canvas  beside  her  I 

Jack  sat  down  in  the  old  rosewood  chair  and  let 
his  head  rest  on  Darly's  cushion.  A  sense  of  relief 
came  to  him  and  his  eyes  filled  naturally  with  tears. 
Darly  was  gone.  By  her  death,  she  was  to  teach  him 
what  all  her  living  might  have  failed  to  do.  He  re- 
membered when  she  had  talked  to  Molly  and  himself 
—  on  the  futility  of  preaching  —  on  divorce.  .  .  . 
Well,  her  son  should  not  fail ! 
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Then  followed  tempestuous  grief  which  comes  to 
every  man  when  his  mother  dies  —  flesh  of  her  flesh, 
blood  of  her  blood  —  and  the  lavender  box  rested 
brutally  under  clods  I 

Through  the  night  Jack  sat,  even  as  Darly  had, 
with  the  picture  of  the  child  resting  so  he  might  see  it. 
But  he  gathered  back  from  the  happy  eyes  and  the 
smiling  lips  all  the  old  ideals. 

The  clock  struck  six  and  Jack  heard  Nate  coming 
down  to  see  if  he  was  still  asleep. 

"  Nate,"  he  said  simply,  standing  up  and  holding 

out  his  hands,  "  I  haven't  thanked  you 1  never 

can." 

"Thanked  me?"  she  said.  "Why,  I  did  it  for 
Darly  1     That  is  enough." 

He  went  away  presently,  leaving  her  to  wonder  at 
the  dislodged  picture. 

He  found  his  way  back  to  the  apartment  house 
where  Stephanie  and  her  aunt  were  both  asleep. 

Stephanie  started  when  she  opened  her  eyes  and  saw 
him.  "Jack,  you  look  different  —  queer  —  did  you 
sleep ?    Where  did  you  go  —  and  why?  " 

"  Home,"  he  said  quietly. 

"  Were  you  all  alone  ?  " 

"  There  was  Hetty  and  Nate  — " 

"  Oh,  Hetty  —  and  Nate,"  began  Stephanie  with  a 
disagreeable  laugh. 

Jack  halfway  smiled.  "  Stephanie,"  he  told  her 
with  a  quiet  bitterness  more  final  and  impressive  than 
all   his   raging,  "  I   am  going  to  divorce  you.     Or 
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you  may  divorce  me.  I  don't  care  either  way.  But  I 
am  through.'^ 

Stephanie  stared  at  him  after  the  same  fashion  that 
he  had  stared  at  her. 

''  Unless  I  kill  every  bit  of  soul  in  me,  I  cannot  live 
with  you.  I  want  you  to  go  away  to-day  —  now  — 
to-day  —  do  you  hear  me  ?  '* 

"  You  are  insane  — ^" 

^'  I  have  been.  I  am  sane.  Do  you  think  I  have 
not  realized — "  He  broke  off  abruptly,  angry  at 
himself  that  even  now,  at  the  very  last,  he  should  at- 
tempt to  reason  with  her. 

"  I'll  never  go  away  from  here  unless  I  wish. 
What  do  you  mean?  You  have  no  cause  for  di- 
vorce — " 

^'  I  have  the  greatest  cause  in  the  world.  My  wife 
is  a  parasite." 

Stephanie  sighed.  "  Oh,  Jack,  you're  not  yourself; 
it's  the  seeing  the  dead  people  and  all  that.  Please 
don't  go  and  have  a  long,  hard  fever  —  and  lose  your 
hair." 

"  I  want  you  to  go  away.  I  am  through  with  you. 
I  no  longer  love  you.  It  has  taken  me  nearly  four 
years  to  find  it  out.  And  that  is  long  enough.  I 
should  have  — "     He  stopped.     What  was  the  use  I 

"  You  mean  you  won't  live  with  me  ?  "  asked  Steph- 
anie, suddenly,  gathering  her  forces,  "  now  that  your 
mother  has  left  you  a  little  money  —  and  Nate  Kail 
is  in  her  house.     You  cur !  " 

Jack  put  up  his  hand  in  protest.     There  was  the 
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same  quiet  bitterness  in  his  manner.  Stephanie  no 
longer  had  the  power  to  incite  or  to  soothe. 
^'  Madam,  I  decline  to  discuss  it.  I  am  through. 
You  may  make  your  own  terms  —  I  won't  haggle. 
No  price  is  too  large.  I  am  through.  I  will  not  even 
talk  of  it  with  you.  Take  your  traps  and  get  away 
from  me." 

"  Aunt  Reba  1  '*  Stephanie  pushed  by  him  into  her 
aunt's  room.  ''  Oh,  what  shall  I  do  —  what  shall  I 
do  —  Jack's  turned  against  me;  he  says  he  wants  a 
divorce.  He  says  —  awful  things  —  we've  got  to  go 
away  —  he's  a  madman,  a  maniac  I  " 

Jack  followed  her.  Mrs.  Moffat  sat  up  in  bed  and 
managed  to  draw  Stephanie  beside  her. 

"May  I  ask  the  meaning  of  this,  sir?"  she  de- 
manded sharply. 

"  I  shall  be  glad  to  tell  you.  I  am  through  with 
Stephanie.  I  am  through  supporting  her.  Which  is 
the  only  use  she  ever  really  had  for  me.  She  may 
get  the  divorce  from  me  —  because  my  mother  taught 
me  chivalry  —  not  because  it  is  justice.  I  will  give 
her  alimony  or  a  lump  sum,  if  it  is  reasonable.  I  don't 
care  which." 

*'  I  won't  take  a  cent  less  than  five  thousand," 
flashed  Stephanie.     "  I  know  she  had  that  much  I  " 

"  I  shall  be  happy  to  give  it  to  you,"  her  husband 
answered  with  the  same  stiff  formality  which  drew  a 
barrier  around  himself  and  forbade  even  Stephanie 
from  encroaching.  "  I  want  her  to  go  away,  Mrs. 
Moffat;  you  will  go  with  her,  I  suppose.  I  know 
nothing  of  your  arrangements." 
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"  And  what  has  caused  all  this  ?  '^  Aunt  Reba 
looked  at  him  angrily. 

"  My  mother's  death,"  Jack  answered  steadily. 
"  I  think  that  was  the  last  thing  in  the  world  which 
Stephanie  ever  fancied  could  disturb  her  schemes. 
My  mother's  life  was  the  thing  which  frightened  her. 
But  it  has  worked  out  quite  the  reverse." 

"And  how?" 

"  That  is  my  own  affair.    Stephanie  knows  — " 

"  Old  books,  old  songs,  silly  old  pictures,  old  moon- 
ing and  spooning,  pretending  to  be  a  saint  —  oh,  I  al- 
ways hated  her  I  Well,  she  divorced  her  husband  and 
now  you've  decided  to  divorce  me.  There  was  always 
something  queer  about  you.  Jack.  I  should  have 
known  better.  I  hate  you  —  I  hate  your  prudish,  up- 
righteous  self  —  and  Molly,  too.  A  fine  Molly  with 
a  millionaire  boxmaker  duping  her  shut-in  husband. 
There's  cause  —  well,  you  could  never  say  that  of  me! 
And  Nate  Kail  —  you  stayed  alone  up  there  last 
night —  You  think  I  care?"  Stephanie  tossed  her 
head.  "  Why,  I'll  just  begin  to  live.  It's  true  that 
times  change.  A  girl  didn't  really  live  until  she  was 
married.  Now  a  woman  doesn't  really  live  until  she  is 
divorced.  .  .  .  I'll  go  away.  I'll  get  out  of  this  town 
so  fast  you'll  never  know  I  was  in  it.  Nothing  but 
a  pack  of  ninnies.  But  you'll  pay  me,  Jack  Heath; 
you'll  pay  me  down  to  the  last  penny — I'll  get 
a  lawyer  who  is  a  match  for  you  .  .  .  I'll  show 
you ! " 

"So  we  quite  understand  each  other? "  Jack  asked 
pleasantly. 


*. 
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Stephanie  drew  back,  startled  at  herself,  more 
startled  at  Jack. 

^^And  all  the  things  are  mine/'  she  warned. 

"  Every  stick  of  them  1  I'll  throw  them  away  if  you 
leave  a  single  thread  behind." 

"  Was  it  so  nominated  in  her  will :  *  Divorce  Steph- 
anie and  I  will  leave  you  everything '  ?  " 

"  I  have  seen  no  will." 

"  Liar !  Well,  it's  an  easy  way  out  compared  to 
years  of  you  and  years  of  Lancaster.  I've  had  to  live 
my  own  life  here  anyway — and — " 

Jack  went  out  and  shut  the  door. 

Stephanie  turned  to  her  aunt.  ''  Shall  I  make  him 
beg  me  to  stay?  "  she  whispered. 

Aunt  Reba  shook  her  head.  "  You  can't  this  time, 
milady  —  you've  overstepped  yourself  1  " 

Stephanie  looked  at  her  unpleasantly.  "  Don't  you 
start,"  she  warned,  "  or  I'll  put  you  in  a  home." 

Aut  Reba  was  silent. 

*^Well,  what  shall  we  do,  take  him  at  his  word 
and  go  —  I  want  to  get  started  if  we  are."  Stephanie 
was  crimson  with  excited  anger. 

"We  may  as  well  go,"  agreed  Aunt  Reba  feebly; 
"  after  all,  Stephanie,  as  long  as  you  get  the  divorce 
and  alimony  and  all  your  silver  and  linen  are  marked 

with  an  *  M  ' it  might  be  worse  1     You're  young 

and  I  hope  you  have  learned  what  not  to  do  the  next 
time.  •  .  Lancaster  is  a  long  ways  from  New  York  and 
there  are  plenty  of  other  men.  You  know  you  can  tell 
any  version  of  the  thing  that  you  wish." 

Stephanie  dressed  in  an  incredibly  short  time.     As 
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long  as  she  was  done  with  the  town,  she  did  not  care 
what  she  did  or  how  she  looked.  And  by  noon  sb^ 
was  haggling  with  second-hand  men  over  her  things, 
screaming  like  a  fish  wife  and  ordering  Aunt  Reba 
around,  dragging  out  trunks  and  stuffing  things  in 
belter  skelter. 

By  evening  the  apartment  was  empty.  And  Steph- 
anie, now  correctly  dressed,  met  her  husband  in  the 
vacant  living-room. 

"  You  can  settle  with  the  owner  for  ^breaking  the 
lease.  Jack  Heath,"  she  said  in  a  clear,  unpleasant 
voice.  "  I'm  going  on  the  evening  train  and  you  will 
get  your  papers  in  very  short  time.  I  want  five  thou- 
sand dollars  flat ! " 

"  I  understand.  Is  there  anything  else,  Stephanie?  " 
He  spoke  so  courteously  that  she  wondered  if  he  re- 
gretted his  action. 

**  You  needn't  beg  me  to  come  back ;  I'm  mighty 
glad  this  row  split  us  up.  It  is  a  great  deal  better  for 
mcl'* 

He  did  not  answer. 

"  I've  sold  everything,  sacrificed  it,  I  know.  But 
I  wouldn't  have  a  stick  for  you  to  burn  or  throw  away. 
Your  second  wife  will  take  my  leavings  not  my  sav- 
ings I" 

Still  he  did  not  speak. 

''  I  hope  you'll  find  all  your  ideals  growing  as  fast  as 
your  mother's  tomato  plants,"  she  said  as  a  parting 
shot,  ^*  and  that  you  marry  Nate  and  have  eight  chil- 
dren —  all  boys.  I  hope  Molly's  husband  never  finds 
out  that  Almy  is  in  love  with  her.     For  a  small  town, 
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this  certainly  has  some  scandal !  I  shall  never  bother 
•  3u  again  —  after  I  get  the  money  —  and  don't  you 
me  1  And  do,  for  heaven's  sake,  Jack,  if  you're  ever 
out  of  a  job,  try  the  movies.  You  can  certainly  act  — 
unless  you  take  on  flesh  ...  I'll  establish  a  residence 
in  Ohio  —  for  form  —  they  say  that  is  about  as  easy 
as  anything  short  of  Reno.  It  would  cost  too  much  to 
go  there.  Besides,  if  I  wanted  to  marry  again,  it 
might  count  against  me.  But  I'll  take  care  to  pick  an 
orphan  I  We'll  call  it  Mental  Cruelty  or  some  nice 
thing  like  that  — " 

Stephanie  waited  for  the  outburst. 

"  I've  ordered  a  cab  for  you,"  said  Jack  pleasantly; 
*'  your  aunt  is  down  there  now  and  your  trunks  on  the 
driver's  seat.     May  I  take  you  down,  too  ?  " 

It  was  the  only  moment  in  their  life  together  that 
Stephanie  really  admitted  her  defeat. 

^^  Thank  you,"  she  said,  after  a  long,  hard  pause. 
"  Tell  him  to  drive  fast." 

When  the  door  banged  and  the  cab  reared  off  into 
the  darkness,  Jack  stood  on  the  curb  to  watch  it  until 
it  rounded  a  corner,  ^^  driving  fast,"  as  Stephanie 
wanted. 

"  Poor  old  Aunt  Reba,"  he  said  idly;  "  she's  paying 
up  now  for  all  her  former  nonsense,  I  suppose.  De- 
pendent on  Stephanie  I "  He  gave  a  grating  little 
laugh,  one  of  the  remnants  of  his  marriage  I 

He  turned  about  and  found  his  own  machine  and 
piled  in  his  suitcase.  He  had  left  his  trunk  in  the  dis- 
mantled apartment. 

**  Molly  will  take  me  in,"  he  decided.     "  I  suppose 
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I  ought  not  go  to  Darly's."  (It  was  still  Darly*s 
house. ) 

When  he  came  to  the  bungalow  he  saw  a  roadster 
outside.  It  was  Almy's  and  he  hesitated.  Stephanie's 
meddlesome  words  echoed  themselves. 

^^  Damn  her,  anyhow,"  he  said,  as  a  last  benediction. 
He  spoke  as  if  she  had  been  merely  an  annoying  maid 
who  had  talked  scandal.     Then  he  rang  the  bell. 


CHAPTER  XXXVII 

MOLLY  came  promptly,  looking  flushed  and  un- 
"Mr.   Almy   is   here,"    she   said,    "but 
please  come  right  in/* 

"  rU  go  up  and  sit  with  Paul,  unless  you  want  me 
to  stay  down  here." 

"  Mr.  Almy  is  up  there  now  —  talking  business. 
He'll  be  gone  in  a  half  hour.  You  see,  he  is  on  his 
way  to  visit  those  friends." 

"  I  see.     Molly,  may  I  stay  here  all  night?  " 

Molly  looked  at  him  in  surprise.  ''  What  has  hap- 
pened? Is  Stephanie  away?  Oh,  Jack,  it's  hard, 
isn't  it — "     The  tears  came  into  her  eyes. 

He  nodded.  "  Yes,  Molly.  I  guess  love  is  about 
the  hardest  thing  in  the  world  —  people  never  do  know, 
do  they  —  until  they've  lived  things.  .  •  .  Molly,  I 
am  going  to  get  a  divorce  from  Stephanie.  She  has 
gone  away  with  her  aunt  for  good.  She  sold  every- 
thing in  the  flat  to-day.  That  is  why  I  want  to  stay 
here  just  for  to-night." 

Molly  looked  at  him  unbelievingly.     "  Jack!  '* 

Briefly,  he  explained. 

"  Of  course  you  may  stay,"  she  said  earnestly. 
**  And  Jack,  you've  done  just  what  Darly  would  have 
wished  —  I  know." 

41Q 
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Jack  caught  her  in  his  arms.  ''  That  is  the  first 
question  I  shall  ask  myself  in  whatever  I  do !  " 

Then  Almy  came  downstairs,  stopping  to  speak  with 
Jack,  and  Jack  went  on  up  to  Paul's  room. 

Paul  had  changed  in  the  last  few  days.  The  task 
of  having  to  do  nothing  left  its  mark.  Almy  always 
pulled  on  his  vitality;  something  about  his  magnetic 
personality,  his  virilityi  painted  so  sharp  a  contrast  to 
Paul  that  afterwards,  the  sick  man  felt  as  though  he 
had  passed  many  restless  nights.  It  took  Molly  to 
make  him  feel  he  could  endure  the  cross  —  and  lately 
Molly  seemed  vague  and  indifferent  and  she  sent  the 
nurse  so  often  when  he  rang. 

Almy  followed  Molly  into  the  living-room.  Then 
he  bent  over  to  kiss  her. 

"  Lars,  it's  so  hard  to  be  without  her,"  said  Molly; 
"that  poor  boy — did  you  see  how  he  looked?" 
Then  she  told  him  what  had  happened  about  Stephanie. 

"  There  you  arc,"  said  Abny,  sitting  down.  "  Jack 
is  right  What  else  is  there  for  him,  unless  he  wished 
to  sink  to  the  level  of  Stephanie  or  become  a  dissipated 
vagabond  I  Don't  you  see  every  day,  clearer  and 
clearer,  how  right  we  are?"  Almy  never  swerved 
from  his  purpose. 

"Are  we?"  she  repeated,  leaning  against  the 
mantel. 

"Are  we?  Molly,  listen  to  me — "  and  then  the 
sophistry  began  again.  Was  it  right  to  stay  with  Paul, 
making  herself  a  hypocrite  if  she  did  so,  merely  pro- 
longing a  helpless,  suffering  life  —  there  was  his  sister, 
now  left  alone  —  wasn't  it  right  that  Nate  should  take 
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Paul  and  let  Paul  lead  his  two  by  four  existence  — 
Molly  must  endow  the  race  —  if  Paul  cannot  be  a 
husband,  why  should  he  have  a  wife  ?  Would  not  any 
intelligent,  kindly  woman  to  look  after  him  do  as  well? 

"  Yes,  Lars,  I  know.  You  are  right,"  she  said 
finally,  the  old,  wild  happiness  stealing  through  her 
heart  again. 

'^  Then  kiss  me  and  Til  drive  on.  I  did  not  even 
hint  of  the  matter  to  him  because  you  asked  me  not. 
But  it  was  an  effort,  Molly.     The  days  seem  long.'' 

"  Not  just  yet,"  she  begged.  "  Darly's  death  is  so 
new  and  hard.     Not  yet,  Lars  —  if  you  love  me." 

'^  I  would  wait  ten  years,  Molly,  if  you  asked  me 

—  but  you  won't." 

"  Lars,  I  can't  keep  coming  to  New  York,  you  know 

—  now  that  Paul  has  admitted  his  inability.     And  you 
must  not  come  here  very  often  — " 

"  It  won't  be  long  until  it  is  settled  —  it  shan't  be  1 " 
His  shaggy  eyebrow  raised  threateningly.  **  Molly,  I 
baked  buns  in  Paris  once  —  I  think  I  told  you  about  it. 
I  was  assistant  chef  to  a  nobleman.  When  I  made  my 
fortune,  I  bought  the  fireplace  of  that  chateau  —  you'll 
see  it  in  our  lodge.  And  some  of  the  carved  doors.  I 
rifled  the  place  —  to  suit  myself.  I  didn't  give  a  con- 
tinental whether  the  things  were  family  treasures  —  I 
wanted  them.  I,  who  once  baked  buns  there  I  I  tore 
them  out  and  set  them  up  in  my  own  house.  They  are 
mine.  I  want  you.  I  am  going  to  have  you.  I  won't 
have  any  other  wife  but  you,  Molly.  .  .  .  Oh,  you'll 
never  know  quite  how  hard  I  do  want  you  1 " 

"  But  until  —  until  — " 
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"  I  come  back  from  Edgerton  —  I'll  stop  in  on  my 
way  —  say  next  week.  Then  you  tell  me  how  you  fee) 
about  waiting.  FU  wait,  dearest,  until  you  tell  me 
—  even  if  I  am  an  impatient  bear  at  times.  But,  per- 
haps, you  won't  feel  it  is  necessary  to  wait  —  so  long !  " 

Jack  and  Paul  heard  his  machine  race  away.  Then 
Molly  went  upstairs. 

"  Are  you  all  right?  "  she  asked  her  husband  gently. 

"  All  right,  Molly.  Jack  is  going  to  stay  with  us 
to-night  —  he  has  told  me."  Paul's  sunny  face  was 
mournful.  It  was  the  hardest  thing  in  the  world  for 
Paul  to  say  anything  effectual,  every  one  listened  to 
him  as  if  he  were  a  sick  child  who  must  be  humored. 
"  He  told  me  —  and  I'm  sorry.  ...  It'  seems  to  me 
there  have  been  many  changes." 

^*  There  are  bound  to  be  changes,"  Molly  answered 
quickly. 

Even  in  the  whirlpool  of  his  own  unrest.  Jack  caught 
a  warning  look  in  Molly's  eyes. 

In  the  morning  he  took  Molly  and  they  went  up  to 
the  brown  house  where  Nate  and  the  lawyer  waited. 
The  hardest  task  of  all  was  still  before  them  —  to 
count  over  and  dispose  of  the  possessions  of  the  dead  I 

Darly's  simple  will  was  made  a  year  after  Jack's 
marriage.  To  Nate,  she  left  the  brown  house  and 
grounds  and  all  its  furnishings.  To  Molly  was  given 
her  clothes  and  her  jewelry.  To  Paul,  her  books  and 
papers.  To  Hetty,  a  thousand  dollars  and  some  china- 
ware.  To  her  only  and  beloved  child,  Jack  Heath,  ^ 
she  bequeathed  the  remainder  of  her  estate  —  a  matter 
of  some  fifteen  thousand  dollars ;  also,  the  portrait  of 
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himself  as  a  child.  She  appointed  Nate  as  sole  execu- 
trix and  required  neither  bonds  nor  security  for  her 
whatsoever.  There  was  money  provided  for  a  simple 
charity  and  some  odd  altar  lace  to  go  to  the  little  gray 
church.  Xhere  was  no  mention  whatsoever  of  Steph- 
anie. 

At  firsti  Nate  refused  the  gift.  But  Jack  and  Molly 
made  her  see  that  in  refusing  it  she  was  doing  other 
than  Darly  would  have  wished.  Jack,  bleeding  in- 
wardly, because  he  knew  that  Darly  felt  her  house 
would  be  scorned  by  his  wife,  longed  to  add  the  sum  of 
money  also.  It  seemed  to  him  only  justice  that  Nate 
have  it  all.     For  Nate  had  made  Darly  happy. 

Finally,  after  the  task  was  ended,  each  agreed  to 
Darly's  wishes.  A  permanent  fragrance  seemed  to 
rest  over  the  rooms,  as  if  the  spirit  of  the  star-soul 
called  Darly  had  blessed  and  made  them  liable  once 
more.  Darly's  garden  was  blanketed  with  topaz  and 
crimson  leaves  and  a  gentle  wind  replaced  the  bluster. 
The  sun  shone  and  the  scarlet  salvia  made  a  flower 
fence  of  itself  down  the  winding  pathway  where  the 
lavender  box  had  gently  been  carried. 

No  one  mentioned  Stephanie  to  Jack.  They  knew 
that  he  planned  to  send  the  greater  share  of  his  money 
to  her  —  as  a  settlement.  He  obeyed  her  wishes  re- 
garding the  divorce.  And  she  had  lost  no  time  in  start- 
ing proceedings.  Her  lawyer  had  advised  her  —  and 
she  had  established  a  residence  in  Cleveland.  ^'  Deser- 
tion ''  was  to  be  the  cause.  Jack  was  informed 
of  it  three  days  after  she  had  left  and  he  let  it  pass  with 
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a  last  sneering  smile.  It  was  all  a  part  of  Stephanie 
—  and  a  final,  fitting  falsehood,  since  Stephanie  turned 
the  truth  inside  out  and  promptly  hid  herself  inside, 
peeping  out  and  making  every  one  believe  her  for  a 
time  I 

"  You  must  come  and  live  with  me,"  Nate  told 
Molly.  "  Don't  you  see  how  it  all  works  out?  Now 
that  Paul  is  stopping  his  work,  you  can  live  with  me  and 
between  us  we  can  care  for  him." 

"Yes,  of  course,"  Molly  answered;  "it  all  works 
out — doesn't  it?"  There  was  a  ray  of  false  com- 
fort in  the  decision.  Paul  would  be  happier  in  Darly's 
house  with  Darly's  things.  He  could  understand  and 
bear  it  better.  For  the  rest  of  that  day,  Molly  be- 
came almost  light-hearted. 

Strangely  enough,  Jack  went  down  to  old  Basswood 
to  board  I  He  wanted  to  find  himself,  he  told  them. 
And  they  understood  —  while  Nate  was  made  sole 
owner  of  the  brown,  turreted  house. 

Almy  was  delayed  in  Edgerton  with  a  sprained  foot. 
But  he  wrote  that  he  would  be  there  a  week  later. 
And  Molly  steeled  herself  for  the  ending  of  the  de- 
ceit. There  was  no  use  in  waiting  any  longer.  Lars 
had  been  more  than  patient.  Now  that  Paul  realized 
he  could  no  longer  work,  so  he  must  realize  that  he 
had  no  further  right  to  enslave  Molly.  And  with  Nate 
at  Darly's  house  —  just  to  look  after  Paul  —  and 
plenty  of  money  to  make  them  both  comfortable  — 
well,  what  reason  was  there  to  delay  or  to  have 
qualms  ? 
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Molly  sang  at  her  work  and  brought  out  a  rich, 
quaint  costume  to  wear,  and  she  began  again  planning 
the  wonderful  days  as  Lars  Abny's  bride. 

In  the  afternoon.  Jack  asked  her  if  she  would  look 
over  Darly^s  papers  with  him  before  they  came  into 
Paul's  possession. 

"  There  is  a  raft  of  old  letters,"  he  explained;  "we 
ought  just  to  glance  'em  through  and  see.  There  may 
be  some  personal  ones  —  although  Darly  usually  tore 
them  up  as  fast  as  she  answered  them." 

"  rU  come  up  to  the  house  and  we'll  go  through 
them  now,"  Molly  agreed.  They  were  planning  to 
give  Paul  the  upstairs  study  as  his  living  room  —  he 
was  to  find  all  of  Darly's  well-worn  books  and  keep- 
sakes as  a  welcome.  That,  too,  would  be  kind, 
thought  Molly. 

So  while  Nate  caught  up  on  a  hundred  things  gone 
neglected.  Jack  and  Molly  settled  themselves  before  the 
old-fashioned  secretary  and  began  systematically,  try- 
ing to  crowd  aside  the  feeling  of  personal  loss,  to  read, 
destroy  or  save,  as  the  case  might  be. 

There  were  letters  from  every  one  under  the  sun, 
from  a  charwoman  to  a  countess ;  funny  letters,  quaint 
letters,  sad  letters;  letters  illustrated  with  pen  and  ink 
drawings  by  famous  artists  long  ago  dead ;  letters  about 
theatrical  matters;  a  diary  kept  by  Darly  when  she 
travelled  through  Australia ;  countless  photographs  — 
funny,  weird  things  in  wigs  and  costumes  of  forgotten 
days.  There  were  scrap-books  and  receipted  bills 
—  mostly  for  Jack.  Bills  for  his  tuition,  for  all  his 
clothes,  his  playthings;  there  were  all  of  Jack's  child- 


PARADISE  AUCTION  417 

ish,  earnest  letters  to  "  Darly  " —  she  had  treasured 
every  one;  even  the  tiny,  finger-marked  ones  that  he 
had  scrawled  with  strange  lines  before  he  knew  his 
alphabet,  trotting  from  one  room  to  the  other  to  de- 
liver them  with  brave  imagination.  There  were  crude, 
schoolboy  essays  he  had  written,  and  his  report  cards 
—  letters  writteii  as  a  young  man  on  his  first  trip  for 
the  firml 

Wet  eyed  and  unashamed,  the  man  in  black  read 
them  over.  "  I  can't  give  these  to  Paul,"  he  said. 
*'  They  are  mine,  Molly  —  and  Darly's." 

She  nodded  quickly. 

"  Why,  here's  something  for  you,"  Jack  added,  a 
moment  later.  "  Look  —  on  the  outside,  *  From  Dan 
Brene  —  for  only  Molly  Kail' — and  —  there's  an 
envelope.  That  must  have  been  about  the  last  thing 
she  ever  addressed  because  I  had  just  bought  her  the 
box  of  them  the  day  I  left  for  the  convention  —  what 
does  it  mean?" 

They  werfc  old  letters  of  every  kind  and  size,  written 
in  a  big,  dashing  hand,  resembling  Almy's,  and  they 
lay  in  chronological  order.  Some  were  from  New 
York,  some  from  Paris,  India,  China,  Japan.  Beside 
them  was  the  large  conmiercial  envelope,  a  modern 
thing,  addressed  in  Darly's  hand :  '*  Mrs.  Paul  Kail, 
Number  65  Dorchester  Road,  Lancaster,"  as  if  she 
had  intended  sending  them  and  had  forgotten  or  de- 
layed it. 

Molly  took  them  almost  reluctantly.  "  I  knew  my 
father  had  known  of  her,"  she  told  Jack,  "  but  never 
to  write  her  —  I'll  go  over  here  by  the  window  to  read, 
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Jack.     Keep  right  on  and  use  your  own  judgment  about 
the  others." 

She  sat  down  on  the  floor  with  her  back  towards 
Jack  and  opened  the  first  one.  Then  the  second. 
Then  the  third.  Jack  turned  several  times  to  look  at 
her  but  she  was  still  engrossed.  He  continued  his  own 
work.  Among  a  pile  of  apparent  rubbishy  he  found  a 
faded  picture  of  Darly  as  a  young  girl  —  sixteen  per- 
haps —  in  an  old  fashioned  dress  of  flowered  silk  made 
with  a  bustle.  He  propped  it  against  the  inkwell  to 
study  it  gravely.  In  the  same  pile  he  came  upon  a  yel- 
lowed sheet  of  paper.  Opening  it,  he  found  it  con- 
cerned himself  —  it  had  been  written  on  the  day  of  his 
christening.     Slowly,  he  read: 

To  Jack  — 

You  were  christened  to-day.  In  formal  words  that  means 
you  are  now  a  **  Child  of  God,  a  Member  of  Christ  and  an  In- 
heritor of  the  Kingdom  of  Heaven." 

There  has,  during  the  past  nineteen  years,  been  much  arguing 
as  to  cxacdy  what  all  that  means.  Without  doubt,  the  debate 
will  still  be  raging  when  you  come  to  ''years  of  discretion." 
Some  folks  are  sure  they  know  all  about  this  matter  and  will 
try  to  persuade  you  one  way ;  other  folks  are  not  so  sure  of  their 
knowledge  and  will  tell  you  other,  strange  things. 

Men  talk  with  many  tongues  and  use  a  deal  of  language  but 
in  so  far  as  they  are  honest,  they  all  speak  from  one  great  heart 
which  in  essence  is  the  same  in  all  times  and  races. 

But  let  us  suggest  that  you  do  not  worry  overly  much  as  to 
this  debate.  In  a  way  it  matters  very  much  what  you  think,  in 
another  sense  it  matters  not  at  all.  Men  think  what  they  are. 
They  are  not  always  what  they  think  I 

At  such  a  time  as  this,  it  is  customary  for  the  god-father  to 
wish  for  his  god-child  certain  things.     For  you,  I  wish  these 
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three:  a  sense  of  humor  —  a  sense  of  honor  —  a  sense  of  love! 
I  shall  not  try  to  define  these  for  you,  Jack,  each  man  must 
interpret  them  for  himself  and  his  interpretation  is  the  truest 
index  of  his  worth  to  the  world.  May  your  interpretation  be 
deep,  full  and,  best  of  all  —  sincere. 

The  name  signed  was  the  leading  tragedian  of  the 
past  generation,  dead  these  twenty  years,  yet  every 
carefully  written  word  was  as  distinct  as  though  it  had 
been  penned  yesterday. 

"A  sense  of  humor  —  a  sense  of  honor  —  and  a 
sense  of  love  I  "  It  seemed  just  then  as  if  Darly  was 
saying  it  to  him  in  her  soft,  English  voice,  actually 
standing  beside  him  and  stroking  his  dark  head  as  she 
often  used  to  do  I 

Stephanie  with  all  her  sham  and  pretense,  her  ar- 
tificial, untruthful  philosophy  seemed  to  rush  to  the 
other  side  in  defiance! 

"May  your  interpretation  be  deep,  full  —  and  best 
of  all  —  sincere,"  Darly  finished. 

While  Stephanie  merely  laughed,  a  hollow,  ugly 
sound ! 

Jack  was  totally  oblivious  of  Molly.  The  wraiths 
of  the  two  women,  for  Stephanie  was  as  dead  to  him  as 
Darly,  kept  their  positions  on  either  side. 

He  seemed  to  hear  Darly  adding  her  gracious  good- 
night, "  May  the  Kind  Father  keep  and  bless  my  dear 
one  — " 

Stephanie  laughed  again. 

But  he  drowned  the  sound  by  his  own  unspoken, 
fervent  answer,  "  May  He  keep  and  bless  my  Darly." 

The  wraith  of  Stephanie  faded  —  Jack  placed  the 
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yellowed  paper  with  its  clearly  written  lines  in  an  inner 
pocket,  after  the  fashion  of  a  good  Catholic  guarding 
their  person  by  a  blessed  locket  1 

An  hour  later,  Molly  came  over  to  the  desk.  Jack 
had  almost  finished  his  work.  He  was  still  looking 
gravely  at  the  little  picture. 

"  What  were  they,  Molly?    Travel  stuff?  " 

Molly's  purple  eyes  were  glowing.  "Jack,"  she 
said  softly,  "  did  —  did  you  know  that  your  mother 
and  my  father  loved  each  other?  That  they  wanted 
to  marry — " 

*' Darly  —  to  marry  your  father?"  Jack  grasped 
the  letters. 

"  But  they  didn't,"  ended  Molly  softly,  "  because  of 
my  mother  —  and  of  you." 

"Your  mother?  Me?"  he  repeated.  It  seemed 
to  Jack  there  would  never  again  come  a  quiet  breath- 
ing space  of  simple  living  I 

Without  answering,  she  gave  him  the  letters  and  he 
began  to  read.  They  were  the  same,  ardent,  passion- 
ate letters  of  a  strong  man  —  such  as  Almy  had  written 
to  Molly,  even  though  the  ink  was  faded  and  the 
phrases  those  of  another  generation.  Over  and  over 
Dan  Brene  reiterated  his  plea  —  Darly  had  no  right 
to  sacrifice  her  life  and  her  ambitions  for  her  child, 
any  more  than  he  must  stay  tied  to  an  insane  wife  I 
His  child,  Molly,  would  be  well  placed  with  her  cousins. 
Jack  could  go  to  school.  But  he  and  Darly  must 
marry.  They  must  travel  together.  She  must  go 
back  on  the  stage,  if  she  found  herself  longing  for  it. 
That  was  her  duty.     There  was  no  life  for  him  un- 
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less  she  married  him.  Every  page  was  permeated  with 
his  eager,  tyrannical  love,  just  as  were  Lars  Almy's  let- 
ters. Why  did  she  hesitate?  Why  should  she  shrink 
from  the  term  of  step- father  and  step-mother;  why 
did  she  force  him  to  remain  married  to  a  mentally 
unbalanced  creature,  happy  in  a  sanitarium  playing 
princess  and  what  not?  He  had  the  right  to  divorce 
her  I  Sentimental  fears,  groundless  reasons  —  and 
then,  at  the  last  of  the  letters,  there  came  a  new  note 
in  them,  the  note  of  renunciation  which  Darly  had 
finally  taught  both  herself  and  the  impetuous  lover. 

Even  though  you  love  me,  you  are  strong  enough  to  give  me 
up, 

he  wrote,  for  Jack's  and  Molly's  eyes  to  read  years 
afterwards. 

You  feel  that  we  each  have  our  burdens  and  we  must  deny  selfish 
love!  Ah,  who  but  you,  mia,  could  say  and  feel  such  wisdom. 
You  feel  that  we  might  mar  or  steal  or  misjudge  the  future  of 
our  children  if  we  mingled  our  own  love  and  kisses  with  our 
relationship  of  parents  I  Who  but  you  —  mia/  You  are  try- 
ing to  peer  ahead,  my  darling,  into  the  years  to  come,  to  see 
them  as  grown  man  and  woman  —  Molly  and  Jack  —  strong 
and  loyal  and  true,  neither  with  the  bitterness  of  a  step-parent 
as  an  excuse  for  any  discrepancy  on  their  part.  You  feel  that 
my  little  girl  might  turn  away  from  us  both  with  the  merciless 
judgment  of  youth  —  if  she  came  to  know  her  father  had  di- 
vorced her  mother,  incurably  insane  as  she  might  be,  in  order 
to  marry  the  woman  he  loved.  Always,  the  shadow  of  that 
other  mother,  set  aside,  imprisoned,  helpless,  would  stand  be- 
tween the  three  of  usl    Ah,  mia  —  are  you  right? 

Perhaps  you  are.    Your  marriage,  a  tragic,  distorted  bit  — 
it  haunts  me,  always.    Mine  —  with  a  woman  who  now  chat- 
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tcrs  like  a  feeble  child  behind  the  bars  of  her  kindly  prison! 
Are  they  not  equally  tragic?  And  yet,  you  say  we  have  no 
right  to  marry  —  that  you  must  bring  up  your  man-child,  and 
you  might  easily  fail  in  that  task  by  basking  in  the  love  of  a 
strong  man !  You  must  direct  your  son's  future.  I  must  guard 
my  daughter's  needs  —  and  keep  unto  death  the  vows  I  took  in 
the  name  of  her  mother  I  So  it  is!  But  you  promise  to  keep 
the  string  of  pearls  —  even  if  you  send  back  my  ring! 

You  have  said  truly  we  are  not  two  mad,  silly  creatures  — 
brainless  —  without  restraint.  But  I  love  you,  even  as  you 
love  me.  I  shall  always  love  you  —  as  you  shall  always  love 
me.  And  if  God  spares  our  lives  until  our  diildren,  each  for 
themselves  have  come  into  their  own,  until  that  feeble,  distorted 
child  is  at  rest  —  we  shall  spend  the  "sunset"  together.  I 
would  rather  have  that  faint  hope  in  my  heart  than  the  love  of 
any  other  woman  in  the  world! 

Molly's  father  had  died  of  a  fever  in  India.  MoUy^s 
mother  had  lived  for  years.  They  had  told  Molly  she 
was  dead  — long  before.  Darly  knew  there  could 
never  be  any  sunset.  Darly  had  died  looking  at  a 
portrait  —  the  portrait  bidding  her  rise  up  first  of 
everything  and  be  a  mother  I 

Jack  raised  his  haggard  face  to  look  at  Molly. 

"  She  hasn't  failed  with  me,  Molly/*  he  said  pitc- 
ously.  "  Watch  —  and  see.  Life  isn't  anything  you 
can  go  and  read  about  and  define  glibly  —  is  it  ?  You 
win  a  note  here,  a  ray  there,  a  word  now  and  then,  a 
twinge  of  pain,  sometimes  a  smile,  or  a  throb  of  fleet- 
ing happiness  —  always  followed  by  doubt  and  despair. 
You  can  only  go,  after  you  have  lived,  and  compare 
it  —  with  some  one  else's  experience.  That's  life  — 
isn't  it?  And  she  sent  him  away  because  she  was  afraid 
to  give  me  a  wrong  step-parent,  afraid  she  would  neg- 
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lect  me  —  and  he  loved  herl  She  saw  me  marry 
Stephanie  and  —  well,  Molly,  I  know  this,  life  isn't  so 
cruel  in  the  ultimate  that  it  prevents  Darly  from  know- 
ing, now,  at  this  moment,  as  we  sit  at  her  desk,  that  she 
has  not  failed  1 " 

"  Do  you  believe  that?  "  murmured  Molly. 

"  I  know  it"  Jack's  eyes  were  the  old  glad  blue  of 
the  child  in  the  picture. 

"  Then,"  said  Molly  softly,  "  if  —  if  Darly  thought 
she  might  have  estranged  me  by  being  a  step-mother,  if 
she  thought  my  father  should  stay  husband  to  a  mad 
woman  —  if  —  if  —  oh,  I  donH  know  what  I'm  say- 
ing, Jack.  .  .  .  Don't  let  us  ever  tell  them.  They 
can't  understand  it  as  you  and  I  canl  It  belongs  to 
us  —  and  to  our  father  and  mother  I  Just  —  our 
family." 

"  What  shall  we  do  with  them  ?  "  he  asked  pres- 
ently. 

^*  Burn  them  with  the  others,"  she  said,  sadly. 
"  After  all,  Jack,  we  can  never  forget  what  was  writ- 
ten; we've  taken  the  lesson  I  Don't  leave  them  for 
strange  eyes." 

Reluctantly,  he  went  downstairs  to  complete  the  task. 
It  was  dusk.  Molly  dragged  herself  to  the  window; 
a  queer,  gray-gold  sunset  of  late  October  was  in  the 
west. 

So,  there  had  been  other  men  like  Almy,  other 
strangled  loves,  other  stolen  kisses  I  Molly  was  faint 
and  trembling.  She,  too,  realized  another  strand  of 
life.  Life  was  old.  Monotonously  old,  hoary  and 
gray  and  grim.     There  was  nothing  whatsoever  new. 
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nothing  I  At  first  it  stifled  her.  Then,  watching  the 
clouds,  she  felt  a  sense  of  courage,  rare  inspiration. 
For  if  life  was  this  old,  gray  thing,  spent  ages  past 
with  emotion  —  then  those  who  discover  the  fact  and 
strip  the  hag  of  false  curls,  at  least  can  re-measure  their 
abilities  I 

^'  Such  a  love  as  ours  has  never  existed,  therefore  I 
can  never  be  spiritually  exalted  above  it,"  Molly  had 
comforted  herself,  as  all  youth  does;  so  blinded  that 
they  cannot  see  the  white,  seamed  scars  on  those  who 
are  trying  to  tell  them  I 

"  No  one  else  could  ever  be  brave  enough  to  give 
you  up,"  Almy  had  said.  "  No  one  else  could  ever 
have  done  any  better  than  we  are  doing  1 " 

Ah,  but  it  had  and  has  been,  and  will  and  must  be, 
done  "better I"  Life  again!  For  life  asks  no  one, 
on  this  planet,  to  make  a  pathway  where  there  has 
been  no  trail.  Life  merely  asks  to  follow  the  smooth, 
worn  ways  instead  of  straying  into  the  brambles! 

The  faded  letters,  food  for  a  peddler's  pack,  told 
the  story — Darly  did  "better" — so  had  Molly's 
father  accepted  her  decision.  .  .  . 

Almy  was  coming  in  the  morning.  .  .  .  Well.  So 
must  Molly  do  "  better  1 " 
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T  was  a  warmish  day  with  frequent  fall  showers. 
Ahny,  driving  with  reckless  speed  over  the  muddy 
roads,  told  himself  that  the  day  was  typical  of 
Molly  —  Molly  with  her  warm  gladness  of  heart  and 
her  tears  with  a  rainbow  ending  every  one  of  them  I 
He  was  going  to  tell  Molly  this  as  soon  as  he  saw  her, 
and  every  bit  of  his  strong  self  selfishly  hoped  that  she 
had  missed  him  so  keenly  that  she  would  bid  him  go 
into  the  sick  man's  room  and  ask  for  his  wife  I 

Almy  hated  deception.  It  preyed  on  him  strangely 
enough,  as  not  even  Molly  had  suspected.  There  was 
something  so  unworthy  and  belittling  about  a  fraud. 
He  wanted  to  cheat  no  man  —  but  Molly  must  be  his 
wife.  In  all  fairness  and  justice,  no  matter  at  which 
angle  one  looked  at  it,  Molly  should  be  his  wife.  And 
this  endless  waiting  was  merely  deceiving. 

It  was  afternoon,  due  to  bad  roads,  before  he  came 
into  the  township  line.  A  woman  was  waiting  for  him 
at  the  crossroads,  the  river  on  one  side  and  the  woods 
on  the  other.  Almy  honked  his  machine  vigorously 
—  she  waved  to  him.  Then  he  dashed  ahead.  It 
was  Molly.  She  wore  her  old  tramping  clothes  and 
a  shaggy  red  tam  set  back  on  her  head  like  a  school- 
girl. 

^'  Well,  of  all  the  surprises  in  the  world,  this  is  the 
best  —  hop  in."     Almy  stopped  his  machine. 

425 
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Molly  hesitated.  *'  Lars,  I  want  to  talk  to  you,'' 
she  began  quietly.  *'  I  think  Vd  rather  not  ride  at  alL 
Please  sidetrack  the  machine ;  there  won't  be  anything 
but  farm  teams  passing.  And  it  won't  take  long  to 
tell  you." 

Wondering,  he  obeyed. 

*'  You  haven't  kissed  me  yet,"  he  said,  as  she  climbed 
in  to  sit  beside  him,  turning  in  the  chair  until  she  faced 
him  as  if  she  were  across  the  table  at  a  hotel.  ^'  What 
is  it  now,  dear  heart,"  he  added,  for  he  saw  in  her 
face  something  which  he  could  not  fathom. 

^*  Lars,  I  think  you  and  I  have  been  rather  selfish  — 
don't  you  ?  That  we  have  told  ourselves  all  the  happy, 
justifying  things  that  every  one  else  tells  every  one  else. 
But  we've  had  nothing  but  selfishness  for  a  motive. 
Please  don't  interrupt.  I  have  made  up  my  mind 
.  .  .  Lars;  there  can  be  no  to-morrow  for  you  and 
me. 

"  Molly,  don't  let's  go  all  over  this  again,"  he  begged 
almost  impatiently;  '^  it  pulls  on  you  and  it  makes  me 
frantic.     I  — " 

"  We  will  never  go  all  over  this  again  —  ever,"  she 
corrected ;  "  that  was  why  I  came  to  meet  you  at  the 
crossroads.  You  must  go  back  to  New  York  and  lead 
your  own  life.     I  must  stay  with  my  husband" 

"Molly  I" 

"  I  must  stay  with  Paul.  I  shall  stay  with  him  until 
he  dies.  It  is  my  duty.  We  throttled  that  word  — 
with  kisses." 

Lars  put  his  rough,  dark  face  beside  her  white  one. 
"  You  are  unpoised  and  tired  —  this  death  — " 
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"  Oh,"  Molly  gave  a  little  cry,  "  don't  talk  of  it  — 
I  cannot  bear  to  listen  1 " 

"  You  mean  you  don't  love  me  ?  " 

"  I  shall  always  love  you." 

"Then  what  the  devil  are  we  doing  sitting  in  an 
October  drizzle  talking  stage  melodrama  ?  *  We  shall 
never  do  this'  and  *we  have  forgotten  that' — and 
all  the  rest.  Molly,  I'd  go  down  into  hell  for  you  I 
Give  me  ten  years  with  you  and  I'll  face  any  punish- 
ment that  man  or  divine  being  can  conceive  of  — " 

"  Why  should  there  be  punishment  —  if  we  are  do- 
ing right?" 

"  We  are  —  there  needn't  be.  Molly,  I  won't  leave 
you  here  another  week.  Every  time  I  do,  you  stretch 
yourself  on  a  rack  of  needless  possibilities.  And  I 
eat  my  heart  out  for  you  back  in  the  city.  There  is 
no  need  to  wait  Jack  didn't  wait  —  you  think  that 
he  did  rightly." 

"  Yes.  But  Paul  is  my  husband.  Stephanie  did  not 
want  to  be  Jack's  wife.  She  merely  wanted  the  pro- 
tection of  his  name  —  with  none  of  the  inconveniences. 
Paul  believes  in  me,  honors  me.  There  is  something 
infinitely  patient  and  wonderful  in  the  way  he  waits 
and  watches  for  me,  always  gentle,  always  believing  in 
me.  It  would  be  murder  to  tell  him.  I  tried  to  say 
that  at  the  first  but  you  made  me  see  it  with  your  own 
thoughts.  I  cannot  do  so  any  longer.  Lars,  you  must 
give  me  up." 

He  put  his  arm  around  her  tenderly.  She  did  not 
push  him  away  and  he  took  it  as  a  sign  that  her  mood 
was    passing.     "  My    little    Molly,"    he    whispered, 
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'*  what  a  baby  it  is,  after  all  I  Oh,  you  were  made  to 
be  loved,  Molly  —  and  I  to  love  you.  I  would  not 
live  if  you  were  really  to  send  me  away." 

"  Nor  would  Paul  were  I  to  go.  And  Paul  came 
into  my  life  and  my  heart  first  Paul  is  my  husband. 
I've  been  selfish,  Lars.  I've  told  myself  that  my  life 
was  thwarted,  my  child,  my  husband  —  everything  ap- 
parently normal  and  to  be  desired,  taken  from  me. 
That  is  all  true.  But  it  was  no  fault  of  Paul's.  He 
is  my  husband  —  and  it  is  meant  for  me  to  keep  on 
and  on  doing  for  him — " 

"You  think  I  will  take  this  decision  as  final?" — 
the  shaggy  eyebrow  was  lifted  threateningly.  "  Damn 
moods  anyway  I  You  think  I  will  go  away  like  a  tame 
schoolboy  and  snivel  for  a  little  and  then  forget.  You'll 
unchain  devils  in  me  if  you  send  me  back  I  I  won't 
go,  either,  until  you  make  me  know,  as  you  have  never 
made  me  know  before,  that  your  love  is  ended.  Then 
—  I'll  —  unchain  —  the  —  devils  —  as  —  fast  —  as 
_I_canl" 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "  We're  in  such  a  tangle, 
Lars  —  don't  make  it  any  harder.  Can't  you  under- 
stand? Won't  you?  My  love  for  you  is  not  ended. 
It  never  will  be  —  but  you  must  go  away.  There,  I 
have  straightened  that  out.  As  for  your  going  away 
and  unchaining  devils  —  that  would  prove  you  do  not 
really  love  me.  If  you  do,  you  will  let  our  love  be  the 
crucible  which  purifies  and  strengthens." 

"  But  if  you  do  love  me,  Molly  —  we  can  never  lose 
each  other — " 

"We  cannot  have  all  we  wish  for.     And  loving 
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isn't  happiness.  Jack  has  found  that  out.  To  truly 
love  a  person  is  sometimes  the  most  tragic  experience 
life  offers.  To  truly  love  them.  I  truly  love  you. 
.  .  .  But  I  shall  put  that  love  aside  and  stay  with  my 
husband.  He  is  my  crippled,  helpless  care.  He  be- 
lieves in  me  and  trusts  me.  I  shall  not  belie  that  faith 
and  trust.  Paul  is  my  duty  —  and  that  comes  first  of 
everything.  Lovers  would  like  to  argue  that  away, 
but  the  facts  stay  grim  and  firm,  like  rockbound  fort- 
resses. First,  duty  must  be  satisfied  —  then  love  may 
have  what  is  left  I  " 

**  I  can't  live  without  you,  Molly  —  I  cannot  — " 

"You  cannot?"  she  repeated,  the  purple  eyes  look- 
ing at  him  through  a  mist  of  tears,  "  you  mean  you  can- 
not live  without  me  and  not  unchain  the  devils?  Is 
that  it?    Then  it  is  better  that  you  die." 

"  Molly  1" 

"  Oh,  Lars,  my  big,  my  oldest  boy  —  for  Paul's  my 
baby,"  she  said,  trying  to  smile,  "  do  you  know  what 
it  means  for  me  to  say  good-bye  —  you  who  can  mourn 
alone  and  when  you  please,  indulge  in  whatever  activ- 
ity you  wish  to  hush  the  pangs  —  don't  you  suppose  the 
years  loom  up  before  me  like  cross  taskmasters,  driv- 
ing relentlessly,  threatening — all  those  gray,  future 
years  I  Don't  you  suppose  it  is  hard  to  return  to  that 
sick  man  with  a  smile,  never  to  let  any  one  know  I 
met  you  on  the  crossroads  and  we  changed  our  des- 
tinies, all  in  an  October  shower  1  Lars,  don't  fail  me," 
—  there  was  an  appealing  note  in  her  voice  — "  don't 
make  it  hard.  It  has  been  so  hard  ever  since  you  loved 
me.     After  all,  it  was  sort  of  bartering  for  me,  wasn't 
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it  ?  You  would  provide  for  my  husband  on  the  terms 
that  he  give  me  to  youl  A  semi^slave  strain  in  the 
whole  thing.  You  may  argue  and  talk  all  you  wish  — 
I  know  my  mind.  You  were  always  telling  me  you 
were  broadminded;  you  could  understand  anything  I 
might  say.  Yes  —  broadminded  but  not  deepminded  I 
That  is  a  common  but  faulty  characteristic!  A  really 
clever  way  of  excusing  oneself  anything  unconventional 
one  may  wish  to  do  I  " 

*'  Molly,  let  me  explain  again,  dearest;  listen  to  me 
—  why,  Molly—" 

She  beat  her  hands  together  passionately.  ^'  You 
can  never  tell  me  again.  I  do  understand.  I  will  not 
listen.  Lars  Almy,  I'm  stronger  than  you  —  see,  I 
am  stronger  than  you  —  see,  I  am  not  crying  or  broken. 
I  am  strong,  I  tell  you.  I  won't  flinch.  I  won't  whine. 
If  any  one  does,  it  will  be  you  —  because  you'll  go 
batting  your  dear  head  against  the  stone  wall  of  fate 
until  it's  bleeding  and  dizzy.  Won't  you  try  to  listen 
to  me  —  to  tell  you  ?  " 

"  What  have  you  to  tell  me  ?  " 

**  That  we  would  never  be  happy  —  if  we  tried  to 
auction  paradise  I  Not  even  if  Paul  apparently  under- 
stood and  gave  me  to  you  —  it  would  haunt  just  the 
same.  Our  children  would  ask,  *  Where  did  you  first 
begin  to  love  our  mother  ? '  And  there  would  rise  in 
your  heart  a  slight,  cloudy  doubt,  for  you  would  have 
lied  in  your  answer  to  them  I  Lars,  a  man  likes  to  be 
stronger  than  a  woman.  He  never  rests  until  he  has 
matched  his  strength  with  hers  and  won  out.  Then 
he  laughs  at  her.     But  when  a  woman,  rarely,  conquers 
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a  man,  when  her  strength  is  a  pure  white  thing  of 
righteousness  —  he  is  forced  to  bow  before  it,  even  if 
he  no  longer  loves  her.  There  comes  to  hun  a  strange 
respect,  a  twin  fortress  to  that  of  duty.  It  stays  with 
him  regarding  all  women  for  all  time.  A  man  will 
try  to  the  uttermost  to  take  away  your  strength  and 
your  brains  and  your  honor  —  if  he  wants  your  kisses. 
He  will  use  flattery  and  gifts  and  a  form  of  devotion, 
and  will  honestly  tell  himself  that  he  is  right.  But  if 
that  woman  can  withstand  the  battle  and  can  look  at 
him  without  flinching  and  say,  ^  No  —  love  is  not  for 
us,' — then  that  man  is  the  better  for  defeat!  " 

A  heavy  farm  wagon,  drawn  by  stupid  oxen,  creaked 
its  way  through  the  mud.     Molly  watched  it  in  silence. 

^'  What  has  made  all  this  come  into  your  head?  " 

^'  Life,"  she  answered  with  a  strange  reticence,  born 
of  the  letters.  After  all,  this  man  was  to  be  to  her 
a  stranger  —  and  she  must  keep  her  father's  secret. 

"  Life,"  he  repeated  dully,  "  life  I  " 

"  Lars,  don't  stop  thinking  of  me  —  right  away,  will 
you  ?  "  she  asked. 

^'  I  shall  never  stop  thinking  of  you,"  he  answered. 

"  Ah,  then  you  won't  unchain  devils.  You'll  be  all 
that  I  planned  for  you  to  be." 

"  I  can  be  nothing  good  without  you." 

•*  Then  you  don't  love  me." 

"I  don't  love  you?"  he  caught  her  suddenly  with 
rough  passion.  "  I  don't  love  you,  Molly  Kail?  I 
love  every  bit  of  your  small,  stubborn  self;  I  love  your 
white,  gleaming  flesh,  the  hair  like  a  raven,  the  flower 
eyes  —  I  don't  love  you?    You  say  that  to  me;  you 
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can't  say  it  to  me," —  he  kissed  her  between  each  word. 

"  You  —  can't  —  say  —  it  —  to  —  me there  I 

Tell  me  now  I  must  go  away,  tell  me  if  you  can,  if  you 
dare !  All  this  nonsense  that  you Ve  wasted  our  time 
on  —  tell  me  you  are  sorry  —  oh,  Molly  darling,  don't 
keep  on  doubting  when  it  is  all  so  clear  and  right." 

She  struggled  to  free  herself  but  he  held  her  relent- 
lessly. 

''  Shag,  Shag,  Shag,"  she  cried  out  suddenly. 

Almy  let  her  go. 

She  gathered  her  loose  coat  together.  The  rain  had 
cleared.  Off  in  the  west  —  a  long  way  off  —  was  the 
faint  promise  of  a  sunset. 

"  Good-bye,  Lars  Almy,"  she  said  softly.  "  You'll 
not  unchain  devils.  For  I  love  you  and  even  if  one 
part  of  you  writhes  in  fury  at  my  daring  to  stand  up 
and  beat  you  aside,  the  other  part  of  you  will  live  up 
to  the  ideals  we  found  together.  This  isn't  melodrama 
—  as  you  told  me.  Villains  are  usually  shot  in  the 
back  or  drowned  in  river  t-traps," —  she  was  trying  to 
keep  her  voice  steady,  even  cheerful.  "  And  heroines 
never  do  forget  themselves!  We  are  just  common 
people,  Lars;  there  are  countless  millions  of  us.  Noth- 
ing so  unusual  has  happened  to  you  and  me  —  not  any 
more  unusual  than  the  things  which  happen  to  the  little 
greengrocer  or  the  woman  with  queer  features  who 
takes  boarders  —  if  we  only  knew  the  truth.  Nothing 
unusual  is  going  to  happen.  There  is  nothing  unusual/ 
It  is  all  a  matter  of  the  way  we  fight  for  or  against 
conditions.  The  conditions  are  the  same.  It  reminds 
me  of  the  old  rhyme  — *  Some  in  rags  and  some  in 
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tags  and  some  in  velvet  gowns  I '  There  have  been  so 
many  loves  like  ours,  some  ending  one  way  and  some 
another.  But  we  are  nothing  to  be  wondered  at  or 
pitied.  It  is  good  to  be  common," — §he  rested  her 
small,  white  face  against  the  shaft  of  the  machine  — 
''  good  to  think  that  some  one  else  was  brave!  There 
are  always  people  who  have  been  just  a  little  braver 
than  you  or  me,  who  have  suffered  a  trifle  harder,  who 
have  lost  a  little  more  I  There  are  always  people  who 
have  resisted  unchaining  devils  —  who  have  stayed 
hand  in  hand  with  duty.  That^s  the  good  thing  about 
being  common  —  one  never  becomes  a  lonesome,  set- 
apart  thing,  without  measuring  sticks  I  " 

Almy  leaned  over  towards  her.  "  Then  it  is  good- 
bye, dear  heart?" 

She  smiled  up  at  him,  a  rainbow  in  the  purple  eyes, 
just  as  he  had  watched  it  that  first  day  in  his  office.  ^^  It 
is  good-bye,  dear  heart." 

"  For  ever  and  for  ever  ?  " 

"  The  same  for  ever  and  for  ever  that  all  the  other 
lovers  have  had  to  accept !  Lars,  don't  make  it  hard, 
will  you?  I  mean  by  sending  things  or  writing,  or 
ever,  ever,  ever  trying  to  come.     Promise  me." 

"Not  ever,  Molly?  Birthdays  or  holidays  —  or 
ever?" 

"  Never." 

"  It  is  death  then,"  he  said  solemnly. 

"  Ah,  it  is  life,"  she  answered. 

Almy  drew  on  his  driving  gloves.  "  May  I  take 
you  home  ?  " 

"  I'd  rather  walk  —  it  isn't  far.     I'd  rather  they 
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did  not  know  you  ever  came.  You  have  merely  been 
a  philanthropically  inclined  stranger  to  them  and  it 
makes  it  a  trifle  easier.  .  .  .  God  go  with  you,  Lars 
Almy."     She  put  her  hand  on  his  coat  sleeve. 

He  raised  it  to  his  lips  reverently.  '^  God  stay  with 
you,  my  Molly." 

Molly  stepped  out  into  the  road.  **Lars,"  she 
added  impulsively,  ''  I  want  your  promise  to  live  as  I 
would  have  you  — " 

He  smiled  sadly,  Molly  had  never  seen  the  expres- 
sion on  his  face  before.  *^  You  are  stronger  than  I 
am,  Rainbow,"  he  said  wonderingly. 

"  Promise  me  I  " 

"  I  promise,"  he  said.  "  You'll  think  of  me,  Molly? 
And  know  that  I  am  caring.  No  matter  when  or  what, 
if  the  time  comes  that  you  need  me  —  TU  be  waiting. 
...  I  won't  quite  give  you  up  I  " 

That  other  hoped-for  sunset  in  the  faded  letters  I 
Molly  shook  her  head.  ''  I'll  promise  to  remember." 
The  sunset  in  the  west  seemed  vague;  cold,  blackish 
storm  clouds  were  covering  it  again. 

Then  she  drew  oflF  the  blue  ring.  "  I'll  say  I  lost  it," 
she  told  him,  as  she  laid  it  in  the  palm  of  his  rough 
glove. 

"Not  even  this?" 

"Not  even  this!  We  need  no  things  to  keep  the 
memory  from  dinmiing." 

Another  farm  wagon  was  coming.  Molly  turned 
about  for  the  last  time.  "  Good  night,  dear  love,"  she 
said,  almost  shyly. 

Almy's  machine  began  to  pant  with  restlessness. 
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But  the  shaggy  eyebrow  was  In  its  place.  The  smooth 
one  lifted  as  he  answered  gently,  "  Good-bye,  my  Mrs. 
Molly  I" 

But  it  was  Shag  who  lent  Baba  the  strength  of  re- 
nunciation. 

Molly,  watching  the  roadster  glide  into  a  dim  blue 
thing,  leaned  against  the  fence  post  for  a  long  time. 

"  Lars,  I  want  you  —  I  want  you  —  I  can't  stand  it 
—  no,  no,  no/  I'm  not  brave  or  strong  like  Darly 
was  —  I  want  you,"  she  began  telling  herself  inco- 
herently.    "  I'll  write  —  I'll  wire  —  I'll  'phone  I  " 

Two  telltale  ruts  in  the  road  showed  her  that  she 
had  severed  the  tie. 

"  It  is  good  lost  time  is  never  found  again,"  she  told 
herself  a  little  later.  ''  For  none  of  us  would  dare  be 
as  brave  I " 

A  fresh  rain  began  pattering  down.  The  sunset 
was  completely  lost.  Slowly,  with  weary  steps,  she 
came  back  to  the  bungalow. 

Nate  met  her  anxiously.  "  Molly  dear,  we've  been 
so  worried,  where  in  the  world  have  you  been  ?  Molly, 
are  you  ill  ?  " 

"  No,  I've  a  headache.  I  lost  my  blue  ring  out  on 
the  crossroads,"  she  added  listlessly,  as  she  took  off  her 
things.     "I  —  was  hunting  for  it." 

Nate  began  to  sympathize. 

**  It  is  just  as  well,"  Molly  continued.  "  After  all, 
Nate,  I  am  afraid  it  was  rather  bad  taste  ever  to  wear 

it." 

Then  she  went  upstairs  to  her  room  and  put  on  the 
pld  ros^  wpol  frock  and  combed  her  hair.     She  slipped 
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into  Paul's  room  and  found  him  sleeping.  She  knelt 
down  in  front  of  his  bed  to  watch  his  thin,  gentle  face. 
Here  was  her  life,  her  future.  All  the  rest  of  her  life 
and  all  the  rest  of  her  future.  Almy,  driving  reck- 
lessly in  the  rain,  was  gone  from  her.  .  .  . 

Paul  opened  his  eyes.  ''  Molly ! ''  he  said  in  a  weak, 
pleased  voice.     "Why  —  you  look  so  different!" 

"I  do?" 

"  The  old  gown  —  the  one  you  used  to  wear  — ?  a  fig 
for  style,  I  like  it!" 

**  ril  wear  it  often,"  she  promised. 

"Will  you?" 

"  Of  course.  Paul,  you  know  that  we  are  going  to 
Nate's  house  to  live.  And  we'll  manage  nicely.  Tm 
not  afraid." 

"  There  won't  be  any  more  nurse  and  any  more  ef- 
fort to  do  work  that  I  can't,  just  can't,  do?  " 

She  shook  her  head.  "  No,  Paul.  Nate  and  I  will 
take  care  of  you  and  you  needn't  try  to  do  anything  but 
grow  strong." 

"  I'd  rather  Almy  didn't  come  again.  I  feel  un- 
comfortable when  he  talks  to  me.  I  can't  explain 
why." 

"  He  will  never  come  again,"  she  said  clearly. 
"  We  do  not  wish  for  charity." 

Paul  smiled.     "Will  you  kiss  me,  Molly?" 

She  did.     "  What  can  I  do  for  you  now?  " 

"  Go  downstairs  and  play  for  me.  I  haven't  heard 
you  play  for  a  long  time  —  and  —  Molly  — ^" 

"Yes,  dear?" 
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"  Does  it  hurt  very  much  to  give  up  this  little 
house?" 

"  Not  when  we  are  going  to  Darly's.  We'll  take 
our  things  and  have  our  rooms  and  we'll  go  ahead  with 
our  lives  just  as  we  planned.  Oh,  Paul,  I  want  to  do 
everything  in  the  world  for  you,"  she  cried  out  sud- 
denly. 

The  sick  man  tried  to  raise  himself  on  his  arm. 
"  You  to  say  that  I  Why,  Molly,  I  long  ago  stopped 
thinking  of  you  as  my  wife  — " 

She  began  to  tremble  violently. 

''  But  as  an  actual  angel.  Molly,  no  woman  could 
do  and  feel  as  you  do  for  me.  I  realize,  dearest.  It 
is  the  angel  in  you  that  makes  you  as  you  are.  YouVe 
taught  me  to  believe  in  miracles.  Now,  as  I  look  at 
you,  there  is  something  in  your  face  lighting  it  from 
within  —  I  can't  describe  it.  I  feel  it," — his  cheeks 
were  flushed  with  earnestness.  ''  If  I  were  deaf  and 
dumb  and  blind,  I  could  still  live  —  with  you  beside 
me.     And  if  you  were  not  — " 

"  But  I  am,"  she  answered  quickly,  "  and  always  will 
bel" 

Downstairs  in  the  dark,  while  Nate  took  up  Paul's 
tray,  Molly  sat  at  the  piano  and  played  over  softly  the 
old  songs. 

"  Believe  me,  if  all  these  endearing  young  charms," 
she  began  bravely  and  went  through  to  the  end.  It  was 
Almy's  favorite  song  as  well  as  Paul's.  Almy  had 
sung  it  for  her  once  in  his  rich,  wild  voice,  and  Molly 
had  trembled  with  the  same  strange  happiness  because 
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the  knew  he  sang  it  with  all  his  heart.  Almy  —  alone 
in  the  rain,  driving  home,  the  blue  ring  in  his  pocket, 
the  plans  shattered. 

^^  Not  even  this  ? ''  he  had  said. 

^^  Not  even  this,"  she  had  answered 

How  had  she  had  the  strength  to  answer?  Was  it, 
as  Paul  said,  the  angel  part  of  her? 

She  ended  with  a  plaintive  chord.  But  even  angels 
might  not  trust  themselves  if  all  lifers  brave  moments 
at  crossroads  were  found  and  laid  in  their  hands  to  do 
with  once  again  —  even  angels  might  not  wholly  trust 
themselves ! 

Nate  found  her  sitting  in  the  dark,  supperless  and 
cold. 

"  Hc*8  dropped  asleep,  Molly.  Won't  you  try  to 
cat?" 

"No,  thanks.     Til  go  to  bed.     Tm  tired." 

"  Is  it  because  the  little  home  moves  into  the  bigger 
one?  "  asked  Nate  with  unusual  tenderness. 

Molly  looked  at  her  sister-in-law  without  answer- 
ing.    Somehow  Nate  inspired  the  truth. 

"  Isn't  it,  Molly  ?  Tell  me  —  if  you  want  to.  Is 
is  Paul?" 

Still  Molly  did  not  answer. 

'^  It  is  Darly's  going  out  and  Jack  and  Stephanie  and 
Paul  and  the  little  house  all  together,"  Nate  decided 
kindly.  "  I  know,  Molly.  I  understand.  But  you've 
been  so  splendid,  you  won't  falter  now.  We'U  be 
happy  together  —  we'll  make  ourselves  be  as  ^e 
wished.  Molly,  it  isn't  such  a  hard  thing  to  keep  on 
being  happy  indefinitely,  after  you  once  get  started  I  " 
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^*  I  suppose  not,"  said  Molly  dully. 

Nate  hesitated.  ''  I  can't  help  thinking  that  you 
were  quite  right  about  the  blue  ring,"  she  said.  "  Paul 
is  like  a  child;  he  couldn't  see  any  other  view-point. 
But  it  was  in  bad  taste  on  Mr.  Almy's  part,  although 
he  meant  it  kindly  —  as  he  has  meant  everything.  I 
think  you  are  very  right  not  to  advertise  for  it  or  — " 

Molly  threw  back  her  head  defiantly.  *'  Oh,  I  am 
sure  I  am  right*'  she  said  almost  shrilly.  ^^  Really, 
Nate,  the  only  things  that  are  hard  —  are  usually  the 
right  ones !  " 

All  of  Darly's  children  had  left  the  calm,  bright 
pools  I 


CHAPTER  XXXIX 

**rTn^HEREI  I  guess  that'll  come  home  with 
I  blue  ribbons  wagging  on  all  sides  of  it/* 
J^  Jack  set  the  pumpkin  on  the  side  porch  with 
a  flourish.  "  Where  are  those  two  haughty  females 
belonging  to  your  establishment,  Paul?  I  don't  sup- 
pose they  would  come  out  to  look  at  a  chap  in  over- 
aUs?" 

Paul  laughed.  "  They've  been  peeking  at  those 
pumpkins  ever  since  they  first  started  growing.  I  think 
Molly  has  eiderdown  sleeping  bags  to  put  them  in  on 
cold  nights,  and  once  Nate  took  a  lantern  and  went  out 
at  half-past  ten  to  see  what  the  wind  might  have  done. 
Well,  it  is  a  prize  pip."  Paul  was  sitting  in  his  wheel 
chair  in  the  sheltered  corner  of  the  porch.  It  over- 
looked Darly's  kitchen  garden  which  was  Jack's  special 
care  and  recreation  these  days,  and  here  he  spent  a 
good  part  of  his  outdoor  time  watching  Jack  coax  the 
turnips  while  Molly  babied  the  roses. 

**  Gardening  by  proxy,"  he  said  it  was,  as  he  would 
suggest  this  or  that,  and  be  promptly  threatened  with 
a  trowel  and  a  spade. 

It  was  over  two  years  since  they  had  come  to  Darly's 
brown  house.  It  seemed  to  Nate,  as  she  stood  in  the 
doorway  to  be  properly  enthusiastic  over  Jack's  pump- 
kin, that  she  had  always  lived  there  and  Molly  had 
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always  had  the  side  room,  Jack's  old  one,  and  Paul  the 
study,  while  she  had  been  born  and  brought  up  in 
Darly's  big  bedroom  with  the  bay  windows  overlook- 
ing the  winding  river.  Only  Jack  was  the  stranger, 
oddly  enough.  For  he  roomed  stoically  at  Basswood 
and  took  his  meals  at  Darly's  house  half  the  time  and 
was  away  the  other  half  on  business  trips. 

But  there  were  decided  changes.  Nate,  in  her 
pink  muslin  house  dress  and  the  brown  hair  neatly 
braided,  had  changed.  There  was  a  softening  of  the 
round  hearty  face,  Nate's  brown  eyes  smiled  wist- 
fully, and  something  in  the  way  she  wore  her  clothes 
and  talked  and  walked,  just  a  hint  of  difference  here 
and  there,  made  people  wonder  what  had  happened  to 
the  former  tomboy !  Perhaps  it  was  because  she  lived 
with  Molly,  who  was  the  soul  of  daintiness ;  or  perhaps 
it  was  because  she  was  with  her  brother  and  a  helpless 
person  always  inspires  one  to  be.  attractive  to  him. 
It  might  have  been  because  she  was  a  householder  and 
took  a  pride  in  keeping  Darly's  things  as  Darly  would 
have  done ;  or  she  had  come  to  see  that  her  ragamuffins 
could  be  more  impressed  by  her  womanliness  than  by 
the  way  she  could  "  skin  a  fence  "  —  although  both 
were  useful.  It  might  have  been  any  of  these  things 
or  something  else,  of  which  no  one  dreamed,  not  even 
Nate  herself. 

But  she  had  changed.  Jack,  looking  at  her  with 
frank  admiration,  became  conscious  that  he  was  a 
most  uncouth  object.  "  I'm  a  regular  tramp,"  he  said, 
"but  I'm  going  to  wash  up.  Now,  Nate,  honestly, 
isn't  that  pumpkin  a  hummer?  " 
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^'  I  thought  that  Cinderella's  pumpkin  coach  was  a 
myth,  now  I  know  it  isn't,  for  I've  seen  the  original 
carriage  body,"  Nate  played  along  in  the  same  spirit. 
"  Jack,  you're  a  wizard.  We're  going  to  have  biscuit 
and  fried  chicken  to-night;  have  you  worked  up  an 
appetite  ?  " 

"  Have  I  ?  Born  with  a  biscuit  in  my  mouth." 
Jack  set  the  pumpkin  down  again  beside  Paul.  "  I 
suppose  we'll  have  winter  by  the  time  I  get  back.  For 
heaven's  sake,  Nate,  pick  those  tomatoes  and  don't 
run  the  risk  of  a  bad  frost  killing  them  off." 

Nate  laughed.  ^^  This  garden  is  your  pet  child. 
You'd  rather  have  a  basket  of  green  tomatoes  saved 
from  ruin  than  to  be  the  prize  salesman,  wouldn't 
you?" 

Jack  laughed  himself.  Jack  had  changed,  too. 
Even  though  Lancaster  was  divided  as  to  his  divorce, 
one-half  standing  for  Stephanie  and  the  other  for  Jack, 
they  were  obliged  to  be  unanimous  in  the  fact  that  Jack 
Heath  was  not  only  handsome  but  —  here  again,  no 
one  knew  wherein  lay  the  particular  charm.  Some  one 
had  come  the  nearest  when  he  remarked  during  a  call 
that  ''  Jack  hadn't  changed  an  iota  since  he  had  his 
picture  painted  at  three  years  1  "  The  picture  and  Jack 
had  learned  something  from  each  other,  the  greater 
part  of  which  Jack  had  learned  from  the  picjture. 
There  was  the  same  clearness  in  his  face  and  the  sensi- 
tive, high-idealed  forehead  —  with  telltale  little  lines 
running  crisscross. 

"  Well,  if  it  doesn't  take  a  prize,  Nate,  eat  it  up  any- 
how." 
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"You'll  be  home  for  Thanksgiving  pics?"  she 
asked. 

"  Ought  to  be  —  let's  see ;  I  must  make  the  Coast 
and  tour  around.     Jove,  I  hate  to  go." 

"We  hate  to  have  you,"  Paul  added  lonesomely; 
"  just  think,  these  two  women  to  boss  me  around  with- 
out a  bit  of  restraint.     Do  come  back  for  that  pie." 

"You  look  abused  —  )^o«/'  Jack  said  good-na- 
turedly. "  Well,  the  garden  has  done  pretty  well  for 
this  time.^  Now  next  year,  mammoth  peas,  all  kinds 
of  —  " 

Nate  bundled  him  into  the  house.  "  You're  as  mad 
as  Molly,"  she  said.  "  Molly  with  her  new  flower 
seeds.  A  pair  of  harmless,  obliging  maniacs  I  Please 
go  upstairs  to  wash,"  she  ended,  shooing  him  from  the 
kitchen. 

"  You  better  come  in,  dear ;  it  is  growing  chilly," 
she  said,  stepping  to  the  door. 

"All  right."  Paul  reached  down  and  pulled  the 
lever  of  the  chair.  It  had  come  to  be  such  an  accepted 
thing  that  no  one  thought  of  it  as  any  other  but  Paul's 
way  of  walking.  The  kitchen  door  had  been  widened 
to  make  room  for  him,  as  had  other  parts  of  the  house. 
He  wheeled  himself  into  the  old  drawing-room  and 
rested  beside  the  front  window. 

"  I  want  to  watch  for  Molly,"  he  explained. 

Slim,  his  name  now  disputing  his  figure,  wagged  up 
to  meet  him. 

"  She  is  late,"  Nate  sat  down  for  a  moment.  "  Let's 
see ;  it  is  Molly's  turn  to  cook  dinner  next  week ;  won't 
you  be  sorry?     She  can't  talk  and  play  with  you." 
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"  There  are  other  weeks  —  oh,  Nate,  before  she 
comes,  get  that/' 

Nate  went  over  to  a  desk  and  unlocked  a  side  drawer. 
She  brought  back  a  bundle  of  papers  and  put  them  on 
Paul's  lap.     "  Have  you  done  any  more?  *' 

He  nodded.  "Some  new  jingles  to  go  with  — 
them."  They  were  both  acting  like  infamously  guilty 
persons. 

He  began  reading  aloud.  "What  do  you  think, 
Nate  ?  Any  good  ?  Now  honest  —  don't  fool  a  chap 
because  he's  in  a  wheel  chair  I  " 

"  They  are  splendid  —  truly.  I  can't  wait  to  tell 
her  —  Paul,  tell  her  now;  she'll  be  so  happy." 

"  No.  I'm  going  to  do  what  I  said ;  wait  until  wc 
hear.     We  ought  to  hear  pretty  soon." 

Nate,  engrossed  in  "  them,"  did  not  answer. 

"  There  she  comes."  Paul  was  waving  his  hand. 
"  Nate,  hurry  —  don't  you  dare  —  " 

Nate  made  a  quick  scramble  of  the  things  back  into 
the  drawer.     Then  she  went  to  meet  Molly. 

"  Hullo,  lady,  the  prize  pumpkin  is  waiting  your 
approval.  Do  make  a  fuss  about  it.  Jack  would  like 
to  take  that  pumpkin  with  him  on  his  trip,  honor  bright. 
Mascot  —  carried  in  a  truck!" 

Molly  laughed  and  ran  into  Paul.  "  How  are 
you?"  she  asked  bending  over  him  tenderly.  "I'm 
'way  late.  I  stopped  to  get  some  things.  My,  but  it 
is  cold  out  —  a  fire  feels  good.  Hullo,  Slim,  old  top 
—  how  are  you?  "  She  held  Slim  up  on  his  hind  feet 
to  look  at  him  gravely.  "  You've  had  a  bath,"  she 
decided. 
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Nate  laughed.  ''Jack's  going-away  sentiment; 
isn't  that  funny?  He  bathed  Slim  and  told  me  sol- 
emnly  what  I  ought  to  feed  him  to  help  him  reduce ! 
Slim  and  the  pumpkin  are  Jack's  family." 

Molly  had  taken  oS  her  things.  ''  Shall  I  light 
up  ?  "  she  asked. 

"  Yes,  I'll  go  back  to  the  kitchen.  Everything  is 
nearly  ready.  Jack  is  washing  up  and  he  says  he  must 
eat  enough  fried  chicken  to  last  him  until  he  gets 
back."     Nate  disappeared. 

Molly  had  Paul  draw  his  chair  over  to  the  center 
table.  The  lamp  gave  a  warm  glow.  Then  she  sat 
beside  him  and  told  him  all  the  happenings  of  the  shop- 
ping tour ;  every  little  incident  which  might  interest  or 
divert. 

Only  Molly  had  not  changed.  She  was  still  the 
same  impulsive  Molly,  with  the  blue-black  hair  combed 
into  a  huge  knot  and  the  tender,  purple  eyes  smiling 
at  Paul  as  she  had  smiled  at  him  the  night  she  told  him 
Lars  Almy  should  never  come  again.  Paul  had 
changed,  grown  almost  robust,  and  his  face  had  taken 
on  a  more  decisive,  keener  look.  Something  in  the 
way  he  handled  his  chair  and  did  things  for  himself 
spoke  of  a  greater  strength.  But  Molly  was  the  same 
—  with  the  ivory  whiteness  of  her  face  and  the  funny 
little  droop  of  the  scarlet  mouth! 

**  Oh,  was  there  any  mail  ?  "  he  asked. 

She  started  in  confusion.  "Yes,  I'll  get  it;  there 
was  a  letter*  for  you  —  an  ad,  I  believe." 

She  came  back  and  laid  the  envelope  on  the  table. 
He  cut  it  open  quickly  and  then  he  showed  it  to  her. 
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"  Molly,  they  are  worth  while  —  they  are  —  " 

She  picked  it  up  in  bewilderment.  "  What,  dear  ? 
I  don't  understand  —  " 

"  Supper,"  called  Nate  from  the  doorway. 

"  Get  *  them,'  "  shouted  Paul  happily,  like  his  old 
self.  "  Get  *  them  '  —  Nate,  they've  taken  them  and 
asked  for  more  —  " 

Molly  watched  Nate  dash  over  to  the  secretary. 
Jack  came  down  in  time  to  see  her  lay  a  pile  of  draw- 
ing sheets  on  the  table,  with  accompanying  jingles  writ- 
ten in  Paul's  small,  almost  printed  hand. 

They  were  queer,  jolly  baby  figures  in  every  sort  of 
pose  and  costume  —  and  without  —  with  the  verses 
telling  in  a  quick,  light  fashion,  pleasing  to  a  child,  of 
their  mischievous  doings.  They  were  hard  to  de- 
scribe—  the  oddest,  funniest,  roly-poly  babies  in  the 
world,  neither  brownies  nor  kewpies  nor  any  of  the 
other  elves.  "  Kapers,"  Paul  called  them.  He  told 
Molly  presently  that  he  got  the  idea  from  her  dimples ; 
the  way  they  came  and  went  and  hopped  about  her 
cheeks  and  chin. 

At  any  rate  the  art  firm  wanted  more  right  away  for 
cards  and  calendars  and  framed  nursery  panels.  They 
had  accepted,  at  an  astounding  price,  the  first  batch  of 
"  Kapers  "  which  Nate  and  Paul  conspired  to  send  I 

"How  did  you  ever  do  it?"  asked  Jack,  a  series 
of  admiring  giggles.  Even  the  fried  chicken  was  for- 
gotten. 

**  You  mean  you've  had  a  secret  from  Molly  —  you 
wretch  1     Molly,  who  watches  you  like  a  Pinkertonl 
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Old  duplicity  —  "  and  half  a  dozen  other  bantering, 
happy  things. 

Nate  was  trying  to  explain  it  to  Molly  with  Paul 
interrupting  every  half  second  to  add  some  detail. 
The  idea  of  the  Kaper  Kiddies  came  to  him  of  a  hot 
summer  afternoon.  More  from  ennui  than  any 
serious  ideas,  he  had  begun  sketching  them  —  plump, 
quaint  mites.  Then  the  verses  presented  themselves 
and  he  had  shown  them  to  Nate.  Nate  had  laughed 
over  the  verses  and  encouraged  the  Kapers.  So  the 
verses  and  figures  had  grown  and  there  occurred  to 
both  of  them  to  surprise  Molly,  never  to  let  her  know 
if  Nate's  approbation  was  merely  sisterly  pride  instead 
of  a  true  appreciation  of  values.  So  they  sent  them 
away  and  waited  —  and  now  — 

Molly  was  crying.  There  came  to  her  with  a  sharp, 
ever-present  memory  the  picture  of  Lars  Almy  stand- 
ing in  his  office  the  day  she  iiad  first  taken  Paul's  plans 
to  him  and  had  begged  for  their  acceptance !  A  sense 
of  defeat  drowned  her  gladness  for  an  instant.  Paul, 
alone  and  for  her,  trusting  her  so  implicitly,  had  made 
this  effort  —  and  she  had  once  dared  to  think  she  might 
have  left  him  and  had  even  planned  — 

"  Our  youngsters,  Molly,"  he  was  saying  bravely, 
while  Jack  and  Nate  still  enthused. 

She  smiled  through  the  tears.  **  What  can  I  say, 
Paul;  there  is  nothing  in  the  world  that  could  make 
me  gladder  I"     And  she  spoke  the  truth. 

"  That  is  all  I  care  to  hear,"  he  answered. 

A  wail  from  Nate  broke  the  tenseness.     Slim,  left 
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alone,  had  wandered  into  the  dining-room  and  was 
feasting  jovially  of  the  fried  chicken  I 

''  He  heard  you  say  it  was  never  as  good  cold  as  it 
was  hot,"  Jack  defended,  "  and  he  thinks  too  much 
of  you  to  have  you  go  and  slave  unappreciated  1  " 

"  I  suppose  mere  food  doesn't  matter,  now  that  wc 
have  a  genius  as  well  as  a  rubber  plant  in  the  family,'* 
said  Nate,  shoving  Slim  into  the  offing  with  the  re- 
mainder of  the  platten  "  There's  more  —  but  — 
what  were  we  saying  about  the  Kapers  and  the  Kapers* 
Sauce?"  she  asked,  sitting  down,  forgetful  of  her 
apron.  "  Look  at  Paul;  he's  planning  how  many  car- 
loads of  silk  dresses  he's  going  to  buy  Molly.  He  has 
spent  that  check  forty-nine  times.  Paul  —  light  or 
dark  meat  —  you  have  to  have  food  if  you  arc  still 
to  exist  and  wield  a  sketching  crayon?  " 

"  Light,"  said  Paul  carelessly,  while  Molly  was  still 
engrossed  with  the  last  batch  of  verses. 

"  Never  mind,  Nate,  I  won't  let  Slim  outdo  me  — 
give  me  dark  —  "  and  Jack  smiled  cordially  across  the 
table. 

Nate  was  satisfied. 

Jack  had  asked  Molly  to  stop  in  at  his  office  the  next 
morning;  he  was  to  leave  on  a  noon  train. 

**  I  was  coming  in  anyway,"  she  told  him,  as  he 
wheeled  around  from  his  desk  to  point  ruefully  at  the 
packed  bags. 

"  Were  you?  Fine.  For  a  man  without  a  home,  I 
certainly  hate  to  travel  as  much  as  any  one.  It  gets 
on  my  nerves  sometimes  when  I  see  the  way  old  Bass- 
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wood  is  abused  by  transients. .  But  it's  the  best  use 
to  put  it  to,  now  that  Nate  doesn't  need  it.  Every  time 
I  go  down  the  front  stairs  or  into  the  parlors,  I  seem 
to  see  us  as  kids,  playing  around  recklessly  and  bring- 
ing down  Aunt  Anna  Kail's  wrath.  It  is  a  long  time 
past,  isn't  it,  Molly?" 

"  Isn't  it?  But  Nate  was  never  overly  happy  there; 
she's  far  more  happy  in  Darly's  house.  Sometimes  she 
feels  that  you  ought  to  be  there  instead.  But  you  are 
there  a  good  deal  of  the  time.  You  and  I  have 
usurped  the  garden  shamefully." 

"  It's  the  best  way  —  and  Darly  wanted  it  so. 
That's  enough."     They  were  both  silent. 

Then  Jack  said,  "  Molly,  you're  happy,  aren't  you?  " 

She  nodded.  "  Nate  said  a  true  thing  one  time  — 
that  being  happy  wasn't  hard  after  you  once  got 
started." 

*'  Nate  says  a  lot  of  things  that  are  true,"  remarked 
Jack  pensively. 

Molly  smiled.  "  Of  course  I'm  very  happy  to-day 
—  with  Paul's  success.  Not  for  myself  but  for  Paul. 
Isn't  it  truly  splendid?  " 

"  Just  that.  .  •  .  What  were  you  coming  in  to 
see  me  about,  Madame?" 

Molly  hesitated.  "Well,  last  night  when  Paul 
asked  me  if  I  had  any  mail,  I  had  completely  forgot- 
ten his  letter.  Because  —  I  was  thinking  about  some- 
thing else.  And  I  wondered  if  you  ought  not  know. 
Jack,  I  had  a  card  from  Stephanie." 

Jack's  brows  knit  together  in  a  frown.  "  Did  you 
think  I  ought  to  know  ?  " 
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"  Partly  —  I  thought  you  would  want  to." 

He  shrugged  his  shoulders.  ''  No  —  but  tell  me  if 
you  like." 

"  I  thought  It  might  make  you  feci  better." 

"Better?" 

"About  the  divorce  —  to  know  she  really  was 
happy." 

Jack  laughed.  "  As  long  as  there  are  clothes  in  the 
world,  Stephanie  is  happy.  YouVe  a  conscientious 
little  soul,  Molly  —  hand  it  over,"  he  reached  out  his 
hand. 

"  I  know  what  it  means  —  to  wonder,"  she  excused 
herself  with  briefly. 

The  card  was  a  gorgeous  white  and  gold  engraved 
thing  announcing  the  opening  of  "  Mrs.  Stephanie 
Heath-Moffat's  Art  Shop,"  orders  taken  for  all  kinds 
of  fancy  work,  children's  things  a  specialty.  It  was 
located  on  upper  Fifth  Avenue.  On  the  back  Steph- 
anie had  written  in  her  stylish,  pointed  hand : 

Dear  Molly: 

Just  to  let  you  know  Pve  finally  opened  a  shop.  I  wintered 
in  the  Bemiudas  and  summered  in  Maine.  Feel  splendidly. 
Has  J.  married  yet?  How  is  Paul?  Aunt  Reba  is  in  a  nice 
boarding  house  for  old  ladies.  She  grew  deaf.  I  hope  you 
come  to  see  me  when  you  are  in  New  York  —  for  business  with 
Mr.  Almy  1 

Lovingly  and  affectionately  and  as  ever, 

Stephanie  Heath-Moffat. 

Jack  tore  it  up  briefly  and  dropped  it  in  the  basket. 
"  Thank  you,  Molly,  I  feel  quite  comfy.  Let's  talk 
about  Paul,  or  was  there  something  else  you  wanted 
to  tell  me?*' 
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"  I  wanted  to  give  you  something, —  Molly  fumbled 
in  her  bag  —  "  because  you  are  going  to  be  away  from 
us  for  weeks.  We'll  miss  you,  Jackl  Here  it  is  — 
you  kiiow  Darly  left  me  all  the  pretty  stones  and  I 
always  wanted  to  share  them.  You  have  been  so  gen- 
erous and  so  has  Nate.  I'm  getting  things  made  for 
Paul  and  Nate  as  surprises  —  and  this  is  to  be  your 
mascot."  It  was  a  quaint  blue  sapphire  ring  in  a 
heavily  chased  band  of  gold  to  destroy  any  womanish 
effect.  It  reminded  them  of  Darly's  eyes,  now  and 
then,  when  she  had  been  especially  happy. 

Jack  slipped  it  on  his  finger.  "  Thank  you,  Molly. 
.  •  •  I  feel  somewhat  as  you  did  last  night,  when 
Paul  gave  you  the  letter  to  read  I  " 

"  We  can  never  quite  stop  feeling  lonely  without  her, 
can  we?" 

He  shook  his  head.  "  No,  but  she  was  lonely  for 
a  long  time." 

Molly  pulled  down  her  veil  and  rose.  "  What  did 
you  want  to  see  me  for?  " 

Jack  blushed.  "  I  say,  Molly,  a  chap  can  trust  you, 
can't  he?" 

Molly's  purple  eyes  widened  mischievously.  "  I 
don't  know  —  I  have  a  genius  for  a  husband  —  is  that 
good  enough  security?  " 

Jack  laid  a  check  in  her  hand.  '*  I  want  you  to  send 
Nate  Kail  some  flowers  every,  week  —  without  a  card 
—  because  —  because  she  loved  Darly.  Remember  — 
not  a  word.'* 

Molly  folded  the  check  and  put  it  in  a  safe  corner 
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of  the  bag.  '^  What  kind  ?  "  she  asked  in  business- 
like fashion,  the  purple  eyes  fairly  dancing. 

*'  Red  roses/'  said  Jack  so  quickly  that  she  knew  he 
had  thought  it  out  long  ago. 

"  I'm  your  messenger  —  good-bye,  Jack;  come  bade 
to  us."     She  steod  on  tiptoes  to  kiss  him  on  the  cheek. 

"  Good-bye,  Molly-Bunch  —  you're  splendid." 

"  Good-bye  —  " 

"  Red  roses  —  on  Saturdays  —  please'* 


CHAPTER  XL 

THE  Thanksgiving  pies  were  made  and  eaten, 
with  Jack  tyrannized  over  by  Molly  in  the 
way  of  pepsin  tablets  as  an  aftermath. 
Christmas  came  and  went  with  a  wonderful  tree 
trinmied  by  Nate  and  placed  in  the  center  of  the  room 
as  a  special  siesta  spot  for  Slim. 

Meanwhile  the  Kapers  and  the  Kapers'  Sauce  went 
on  rejoicing,  and  as  spring  began  coaxing  fat  buds  from 
bare  limbs,  with  Jack  prattling  about  lettuce  beds  and 
giant  asparagus,  Paul  found  himself  uncomfortably 
famous,  endless  letters  coming  in  to  ask  for  this  or 
that,  while  funny  scrawls  from  youngsters  told  him 
far  better  of  the  Kapers'  welcome ! 

Molly  was  the  private  secretary,  answering  all  of 
them.  Molly  was  the  business  manager  as  well,  and 
the  chief  and  special  critic  —  and  the  inspiration,  just 
for  good  measure  I 

One  day  Paul  said  to  her,  "  If  anything  happens  to 
me,  Molly,  you  and  Nate  will  really  be  comfortable." 

"  Please  don't  be  so  personal,  Mr.  Kail,"  side- 
tracked Molly.  "  Here  —  listen  to  this :  *  Dear  Mr. 
Kail:  Why  don't  you  make  the  Kapers  have  a  sub- 
marine boat  and  visit  all  the  funny  things  in  the  oshuns  ?' 
It  is  signed  *  Jimmy.'  There  is  an  idea  for  the  next 
of  them.  Probably  doing  this  will  save  Jimmy  from 
developing  into  a  bloodthirsty  pirate,  if  he  is  properly 
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surfeited  with  ocean  caves  and  mermaids  and  Kapers 
cuddling  up  to  frolicsome  sharks.  He  will  then  turn 
his  attention  to  making  shoes  and  be  a  credit  to  his 
parents !  " 

'*  Not  a  bad  idea.  But  I  want  you  to  listen  to  me. 
If  anything  does  happen  to  me,  you'd  stay  here  with 
Nate,  wouldn't  you  ?  " 

Molly  came  over  and  knelt  beside  the  wheel  chair. 
She  took  off  Paul's  glasses  and  looked  straight  into  the 
tender,  hazel  eyes.  **  Are  you  determined  to  speak  of 
it,  dear?" 

'^  Just  a  little  talk  about  it,"  he  kissed  her  as  he 
spoke.  *^  Darly  used  to  tell  us  not  to  flinch  from  talk- 
ing things  all  out  —  remember?  " 

Molly  nodded.  *'  Sometimes  it  seems  as  if  she  was 
here,  merely  invisible,  doesn't  it?" 

^'  That's  because  you  and  Nate  have  kept  things  just 
the  same."  Paul  glanced  around  the  sunny  old  draw- 
ing-room. There  was  the  same  atmosphere  of  rare 
old  furniture  carefully  chosen,  but  not  with  an  exact- 
ing scheme  or  style;  the  soft,  dull  rugs,  so  good  to  walk 
upon;  the  odd,  bisque  colored  and  marble-based  lamps 
with  dull-blue  shades  of  shirred  silk.  There  was 
Jack's  picture  smiling  down  at  them,  and  an  old  char- 
acter-study of  Darly  as  Juliet  which  Nate  had  framed 
as  a  surprise.  There  was  the  impression  that  the  rest 
of  the  house  harbored  sweetly  scented  lavendered 
linen  —  lots  of  it  —  and  a  rich,  dark  cavern  filled  with 
jellies  and  preserves  made  by  gentlewomen!  There 
were  the  old  books,  worn  and  still  beautiful  to  see;  the 
queer,  foreign  keepsakes  which  Darly  had  loved  and 
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which  those  who  had  loved  Darly  had  given  her  — 
even  the  rosewood  chair  with  the  silk  cushions  piled 
high  in  it  and  the  teakwood  chair  which  Molly  never 
sat  in  these  days  1 

"  Yes,  it  is  the  same."  She  hoped  he  would  forget 
his  subject. 

But  he  put  his  thin  hands  on  her  hair,  almost  bene- 
dictory, as  he  continued:  *'  There  is  no  use  in  denying 
it,  Molly;  I  died  a  thousand  deaths  and  lived  in  a 
thousand  hells  in  the  little  house  —  when  I  tried  to  do 
poor  plans,  to  feebly  find  fault  with  work  that  clear- 
headed men  had  done.  It  was  good  of  Almy,  you 
understand,  but  hard  —  awfully  hard  to  try  to  do! 
Every  time  he  came  I  could  not  help  thinking  what  a 
monster  of  strength  and  health  he  was  and  of  all  he 
had  done  —  and  would  do  in  the  world.  A  man 
shrinks  from  pity,  Molly.  Women  expect  it.  I  be- 
lieve it  stunned  me  mentally  for  the  time  being.  I 
can't  just  explain  it  to  you.  After  we  moved  up  here 
and  I  got  out  to  watch  Jack  garden  and  you  wore  the 
queer  old  dresses  again  —  to  humor  me  —  things 
changed  back.  I  was  clear  headed  and  different.  I 
saw  the  suitability  of  things.  I  saw  that  for  a  sick 
man  to  try  to  do  a  well  man's  work  was  impossible; 
it  strained  sanity.  Then  the  idea  of  these  foolish 
children  came,"  —  he  pointed  to  his  drawing  pad  — 
*'  out  of  thin  air.  Perhaps  because  I  love  children  and 
because  I  used  to  try  to  realize  that  none  could  come 
to  us  —  after  the  little  boy  died  —  that  I  was,  as  you 
say  so  bravely,  your  child !  Anyway,  they  came  to  me 
—  and  I  knew  that  the  tide  had  turned.     I  would  never 
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have  said  all  this  to  you,  Molly,  if  things  had  not 
changed  —  " 

"  You  were  so  brave,"  she  murmured.  "  We 
thought  you  merely  sick  1 " 

"Who  wouldn't  have  been  brave,"  he  demanded, 
"with  you?" 

"  Don't,"  she  stood  up  quickly,  clasping  her  hands 
together  until  the  nails  dug  into  her  rosy  little  palms. 
"  I've  been  —  " 

"  Molly,  promise  me  something.  Promise  me  that 
if  I  die  first  —  and  it  is  likely,  dear,  and  for  the  best 
—  don't  cry  —  come  back  again,  Molly,  I  want  to  feel 
your  arms  about  me.  Promise  me  —  look  up,  Molly- 
Bunch,  stop  crying,  I  tell  you  —  promise  me  that  you'll 
make  up  for  all  these  shut-in  years  as  best  you  can  I 
I'd  be  happier  if  you  did  — you  understand?  That's 
all.  I'm  only  glad  for  these  silly  babies  because  it 
means  that  my  Molly  will  never  have  to  do  hard 
things.  Oh,  I'm  not  intending  to  die  —  I  shall  prob- 
ably live  to  be  a  regular  snow-white  with  a  foot  and  a 
half  beard  to  be  combed  out  and  tied  with  tartan  plaid  I 
But,  darling,  if  I  should  —  promise  I  " 

"  I  promise,"  she  said  quietly,  "  but  we  won't  talk 
of  it  again  —  for  I  cannot  bear  to  hear  you  say  those 
things." 

"  I  was  thinking  of  what  Darly  said  one  day  —  the 
day  before  you  and  I  were  married,"  Paul  mused, 
glancing  over  at  the  empty  rosewood  chair :  "  that  the 
best  definition  of  life  was  a  short  one.  Life  is  a  para- 
dise auction,  every  one  of  us  striving  to  bid  the  fastest 
and  cheapest  for  happiness,  trying  to  make  life  a  para- 
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disc  —  and  cheating  to  get  it  if  we  can.  That's  true  — 
isn't  it?  Everything  Darly  said  was  true  —  because 
she  had  never  cheated.  She  had  lived  above  cheap 
lies.  Well,  Molly,  there  may  be  richer  and  stronger 
and  better  men  than  I,  but  there  are  no  happier  I  I  bid 
for  Paradise  when  I  asked  you  to  be  my  wife  —  and 
when  you  were,  I  won  the  auction.  Sometimes,  I'm 
afraid,  I  never  really  earned  you." 

Molly  was  looking  out  the  window.  The  purple 
eyes  had  a  rainbow  in  them.  "  Are  you  as  happy  as 
that?" 

"Just  as  happy  as  that.  And  there's  not  many 
of  us  —  '* 

"  Because  we  try  to  cheat,"  she  said  passionately ; 
"  we  try  to  crowd  out  others  —  and  too  often  the  auc- 
tioneer hawks  false  wares  1  You  never  tried  to  cheat, 
Paul  —  " 

**  Kiss  me  for  that  last,"  he  said  gently,  "  and  then 
write  to  *  Jimmy '  and  tell  him  that  the  Kapers  will  be 
Davy  Jonesward  in  a  few  aeons  1 " 


CHAPTER  XLI 

MOLLY  fell  to  work,  and  for  the  next  hour 
there  was  nothing  but  business  conducted  in 
the  drawing-room,  with  one  pile  of  letters 
growing  less  and  the  pile  of  newly  stamped  ones  grow- 
ing more.  Then  Nate  came  in  to  tell  them  the  sun  was 
as  warm  as  a  rose-knitted  Afghan  and  that  Paul  must 
be  wheeled  down  the  hill  to  see  the  way  the  trees  were 
coming  on. 

**  You  both  look  shop  tired,"  she  said;  *'  do  stop  — 
there*s  a  pair  of  good  chaps  1  Molly,  did  Jack's  letter 
say  to-day  or  to-morrow  that  he  was  coming?  " 

"  To-morrow."  Molly  stamped  the  last  letter  vig- 
orously. "To-morrow  night.  Poor  Jack,  he  does 
have  to  dart  about  the  country  shamefully.  He'll  be 
mighty  glad  to  get  back  to  his  garden.  That  is  his  real 
recreation." 

"  Heaven  help  the  elements  if  they  dare  blast  his 
pumpkins  this  fall,"  murmured  Paul.  "  I  don't  think 
I  need  any  coat  —  oh,  all  right,  I  certainly  do  need 
one ;  I  was  merely  talking  to  myself."  He  laughed  as 
Molly  bundled  him  into  his  ulster  and  ran  to  slip  on 
her  own. 

The  front  door  had  been  widened  and  a  slope  made 
so  the  chair  could  roll  down  easily.  Nate  saw  them 
off.  Slim  pawing  his  way  along  daintily.  Then  she 
shut  the  door  and  went  upstairs  to  Darly's  room  to  rest. 
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She  had  thought  that  Jack  was  coming  sooner,  but  in 
the  rush  of  spring  cleaning  she  had  probably  been  mis- 
taken. Molly  never  was.  Molly  was  as  reliable  as 
the  old  hall  clock.  She  was  Paul's  head  and  fingers 
and  feet  and  half  a  dozen  extras  besides.  She  was 
Nate's  right-hand  counsellor.  Nate  smiled  as  she 
glanced  out  the  window  and  saw  the  wheel  chair  slowly 
rounding  the  curve. 

She  took  off  her  dress  and  slipped  into  a  negligee, 
an  extravagance  which  Molly  had  bestowed  upon  her 
for  a  birthday,  confessing  afterwards  that  Paul  de- 
manded his  surplus  wealth  be  spent  in  dressing  his 
**  women  folks  "  lavishly.  The  negligee  suited  Nate, 
and  Molly  knew  it. 

She  had  written  on  the  card,  *'  This  is  for  the  path 
of  glory.  Sister  Nate,  not  to  bloom  unseen,"  and  then 
had  pouted  all  winter  because  it  was  worn  for  merely 
Sunday  morning  breakfasts. 

It  was  a  dull  green  crepe  edged  with  white  fox  — 
reckless  Molly!  —  and  tied  with  heavy  silver  cords. 
There  were  green  satin  slippers  to  match,  Nate  had 
jeered  at  the  useless,  pretty  things,  and  Molly  bullied 
her  into  trying  them  on  and  made  her  come  and  stand 
before  Paul  while  they  admired  her  teasingly! 

She  lay  down  on  Darly's  old  couch  and  gave  a  sigh. 
Sometimes  she  worked  that  vigorous  body  of  hers  until 
it  longed  to  lie  still  and  rest.  She  pushed  back  the 
crepe  sleeve  and  looked  at  the  muscular,  rounded  arm 
—  soft,  white  above  the  elbow.  There  would  be 
plenty  of  time  to  bake  Jack's  favorite  cake  and  make 
hot  biscuits  for  to-morrow  night  —  she  was  glad  it  was 
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to-morrow.     Then  she  closed  her  eyes  and  drifted  into 
a  deep  sleep. 

She  was  awakened  from  it  rudely.  At  first,  she 
hardly  realized  she  was  awake;  she  fancied  it  was  a 
strange,  happy  dream  —  she  sat  up  abruptly  to  try  to 
find  herself.  For  as  she  had  lain  there  and  dreamed, 
as  she  believed,  Jack  had  stolen  in  and,  bending  over, 
gently  kissed  her. 

"  It  is  I,  Nate.     Are  you  angry?  " 

The  brown  eyes  looked  in  bewilderment.  "  You  ? 
Jack,  why  Molly  said  it  was  to-morrow  you  were  due 
—  there's  no  cake  baked  for  youl  I  was  asleep  — 
I — "  she  began  blushing  furiously,  as  if  Jack  had 
shared  the  dream.  And  when  she  looked  down  at  the 
silky,  green  gown  with  its  border  of  white  fur,  she  felt 
awkward  and  shy. 

"Are  you  angry,  dear?  I  came  ahead  of  time; 
Molly  was  right." 

"  Of  course  not  —  only  Fm  surprised.  I  sent  Paul 
and  Molly  for  a  walk." 

"  I  just  saw  them.  They're  cooing  over  the  pussy 
willows." 

"  Did  you?     Isn't  Paul  looking  well?  " 

"  Um  hum.     But,  tell  me,  are  you  angry  ?  " 

"  Because  you  came  earlier  ?  No,  don't  ask  me  that. 
Just  that  I'm  surprised."  She  was  a  splendidly  regal 
looking  woman  with  the  soft,  white  neck  melting  into 
the  line  of  fur.  "  Did  you  have  a  good  trip  —  you're 
about  tired  out  with  two  days  on  a  sleeper.  Are  you 
hungry?  '* 

Jack  held  out  his  arms.     "  I  came  a  day  earlier. 
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Nate,  because  you  made  me.  It  has  been  hard  for 
a  long  time  not  to  tell  you.     Did  you  never  wonder?  " 

"Wonder?" 

**  Who  sent  you  all  the  red  roses?  " 

"  Paul,  of  course  —  he's  been  so  generous  —  it's 
his  nice  way  of  doing  things.  There  isn't  anything  in 
the  world  Molly  or  I  hint  about  but  what  he  bribes 
one  or  the  other  of  us  to  go  and  get  it  for  a  surprise. 
He  is  —  " 

"  I  sent  them,"  Jack  broke  in,  in  positive  humorous 
fashion  —  he  was  laughing  at  his  own  eagerness. 
"Me  —  Jack  —  'Merican  boyl  I  bribed  Molly. 
She  never  tells.     Molly's  a  pal." 

Nate  put  her  hands  up  to  her  cheeks  in  confusion  — 
they  were  burning.  "  You  sent  them  — ^"  Had  the 
other  been  a  dream  ? 

"  I  sent  them  —  now  are  you  angry  —  are  you 
angry  because  I  stole  in  and  kissed  you?  " 

"Was  it  real?" 

"Very.  Answer  me.  Are  you  angry  because  I 
have  learned  to  care  ?  " 

"  To  care  —  for  me  ?  "  There  was  a  strange  sad- 
ness in  her  voice. 

"  Nate,  this  isn't  any  paradise  auction  —  remember  ? 
It  is  trying  hard  to  earn  things  gradually.  I  want  to 
earn  your  love  —  not  a  wild  madness  of  a  moment  or 
an  infatuation  like  Stephanie," — he  almost  whispered 
her  name.  "  Do  —  do  you  remember  the  night  Darly 
died  and  you  found  me  ?  " 

Nate  nodded. 

"  I  had  been  drinking.  .  .  .  You  knew  it?  " 
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"  Yes/* 

''  I  think  that  night  and  one  other  time  when  I  —  I 
struck  Stephanie  —  were  the  lowest  moments  in  my 
life.  I  think  I  realized  then  what  claptrap  auctions 
are.  I  was  going  to  tell  my  Darly  a  great  many  wise 
things  that  night  —  thank  God,  she  never  saw  me ;  that 
she  had  seen  the  picture  instead  I  After  it  was  over 
and  I  realized  where  I  was  sliding  to  and  what  a 
farce  it  was,  what  Darly  meant  to  me  and  what  I  had 
failed  to  mean  to  her  —  I  made  up  my  mind  to  divorce 
Stephanie.  All  wives  start  out  to  be  playmates  during 
the  honeymoon.  At  the  end  of  the  honeymoon,  they 
change  into  one  of  two  things  —  pals  or  parasites. 
And  at  this  crossroads  is  the  time  to  choose  —  like  a 
novice  finally  taking  the  last  vows.  Nate,  I'm  not  a 
young  boy;  Tm  oldish  in  some  ways.  I  haven't  a 
thousandth  of  what  I  should  have  to  offer  you.  To  say 
*  thank  you '  for  all  you  did  for  Darly,  for  all  you've 
done  for  me ;  to  tell  you  what  you've  made  out  of  this 
house,  to  keep  sweet  and  brave  and  strong  through 
everything  —  well,  no  one  canl  But  I  love  you. 
That  is  short  and  final.  I'll  always  love  you.  If  you 
think  I'm  halfway  worthy  —  can  I  ever  hope  you'll 
marry  me?  I'll  wait  and  work  years,  Natalie;  I'm 
through  with  auctions  1  " 

*'  To  marry  me  ?  "  The  old  starved  love  stirred 
in  the  girl's  heart.  **  Why,  Jack  dear,  it  is  just  this 
frilly  gown  Molly  bought  me  —  it  is  something  like  the 
things  Molly  used  to  wear.  That's  all.  You've  been 
homesick  —  it  is  coming  back  to  Darly's  house  and  the 
old  things.     You're  over  tired  —  " 
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Jack  took  her  in  his  arms.  She  seemed  tall  and 
super-strong,  a  sort  of  Winged-Victory  person.  *'  I 
love  you,  Natalie ;  it  isn't  frilly  frocks  —  it  isn't  home- 
sickness —  it  is  you ;  the  you  I  always  knew  and  loved 
in  blindness.  I  don't  care  if  you're  in  khaki  tramping 
togs  or  calico  or  silk,  as  you  are  now  —  it  is  you,  dar- 
ling. Life  isn't  blase,  after  all  1  We  all  go  through 
a  period  of  naming  it  so,  of  thinking  that  words  like 
—  like  —  '  dear '  and  *  dearest '  are  part  of  a  dis- 
gruntled past-rubbish;  jaded  expressions.  But  they're 
not  —  they  are  as  filled  with  charm  and  lovers'  mean- 
ings as  if  they  came  fresh  from  the  hand  of  Cupid. 
They  say  there  are  no  new  experiences  in  the  world  — 
nonsense  I  *  There  are  eight  notes  of  music ;  are  there 
but  eight  melodies?'  You  see  what  I  mean?  Each 
melody  must  use  the  same  notes,  there  are  sharp  boun- 
dary lines  —  but  each  melody  is  different  1  It's  so  good 
to  find  this  out,  Nate.''  He  laid  his  dark  head  on  the 
gentle  shoulder.  *^  To  know  that  there  are  sunsets' 
and  sunrises  without  end,  each  as  charming,  as  filled 
with  inspiration  as  the  last.  That  no  man  or  woman 
need  take  their  tattered  bit  of  experience  and  label  it 
*  finis '  and  sit  with  folded  hands  waiting  for  the  end. 
There  is  always  hope,  Natalie  —  youth  isn't  hopeful; 
it  is  drastic,  tragic,  merciless.  It  is  age  that  is  hope- 
ful —  because  it  understands !  " 

Very  slowly,  Nate  raised  her  plain,  tanned  hand,  a 
contradiction  to  the  upper  part  of  her  arm,  and  stroked 
his  cheek.  ^*  My  dear,  are  you  quite  sure  of  all 
this?" 

^'  So  sure,  Nate,  that  if  you  tell  me  no  —  and  send 
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me  back  to  Basswood  to  board  away  in  loneliness,  the 
hurt  of  the  refusal  can*t  change  the  harmony  of  this 
house.  I'll  never  change  from  loving  you.  I'll  ncvcx 
sink  down  low  again." 

"  And  you  really  do  love  me  ?     Really  ?  ** 

"  Is  it  so  hard  to  believe?  " 

"  A  little  hard;  I've  cared  alone  for  so  long!  " 

"  Nate  1 " 

She  nodded.  ''  It  isn't  good  form,  I  believe,  to  tell 
you  —  but  I  can't  conceal.  I  always  cared,  Jack,  in 
my  funny,  tomboy  way  —  when  you  married  Steph- 
anie it  seemed  I  should  die.  I  was  like  a  wounded  ani- 
mal, sullen,  growly,  filled  with  pain.  I  wanted  to  crawl 
away  from  every  one  and  everything  and  fight  it  out. 
.  •  .  The  night  you  were  married,  I  came  up  here 
to  stay  with  Darly.     And  she  knew." 

"  She  knew  you  cared  for  me  ?  " 

*^  I  told  her.  It  was  only  Darly  who  made  me  take 
heart." 

*' My  Darly!" 

'^  Sometimes  daughters-in-law  and  their  mothers-in- 
law  can  be  in  accord." 

**  Why  is  it,  Nate,  they  usually  are  not?  " 

**  Darly  used  to  talk  of  it  often.  She  said  the  fault 
lay  equally  on  both  sides.  Both  anticipated  and  re- 
sented and  begrudged.  That  it  was  quite  easy  to  learn 
to  give  and  easy  to  learn  to  receive  graciously.  But  a 
very  hard  and  very  fine  thing  was  what  is  needed  to  be 
learned  by  strangers  who  are  made  relatives  through 
marriage  —  to  learn  to  share  f 

**  She  was  right." 
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Nate  drew  her  hand  away. 

"  You  haven't  answered  me  —  is  there  any  hope?  " 

"  I  love  you." 

"  But  —  will  you  marry  me  ?  I've  had  your  room 
at  Basswood,  Nate.  I've  had  a  hundred  memories  of 
you  —  and  of  ourselves  as  children  —  Paul  and  Molly, 
always  sweethearts,  and  you  and  I.  It  has  been  like 
living  with  gentle  ghosts." 

"  Then  come  back  to  your  mother's  house." 

**  May  I  kiss  you  again?  " 

She  nodded. 

Jack  drew  off  a  ring.  *'  Molly  gave  me  this  —  it 
was  Darly's.  Wear  it  as  our  pledge.  I  could  give 
you  nothing  more  sacred." 

They  could  hear  the  rumble  of  the  wheel  chair  below 
and  Molly,  talking  vigorously  to  Slim  on  the  subject 
of  dirty  paws,  pushing  it  up  the  slope.  Nate  darted 
up  like  a  guilty  schoolgirl. 

*'  We  must  go  down  —  but  we  mustn't  even  breathe 
it,"  she  began. 

Jack  laughed,  kissing  her  recklessly  unto  the  first  step 
of  the  stairs. 

Paul  and  Molly  were  waiting,  a  veritable  Darby  and 
Joan  beside  the  fire.  Nate  began  a  ridiculous  remark 
about  the  house  needing  "  new  shades  —  green,  yellow 
or  white;  please  offer  suggestions."  Green  were  or- 
dinary but  lasted,  yellow  were  cheerful,  white  were  cool 
for  summer  and  — 

^*Well,  I  suppose  a  mere  mortal  may  speak  to  a 
radiant  goddess?"  asked  Molly. 

Jack  chuckled. 
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^'  Of  course  the  white  shades  soil  easily,"  Nate  con- 
tinued nervously,  taking  out  a  loathed  and  dreaded 
cloth  from  a  recess  and  manicuring  Slim's  bemudded 
toes  I 

^'  I  shall  order  an  eighteen  button  pair  of  white  kids 
—  and  hip  boots  to  match,"  shouted  Molly,  unable  to 
restrain  herself. 

"What  in  the  world?"  Nate  looked  up.  Slim 
howled  with  pain. 

"  Release  that  beast  and  go  stand  beside  Jack  — -  you 
make  a  very  dashing  looking  couple.  I  told  you  that 
teagown  was  meant  for  the  paths  of  glory."  Molly 
was  irresistible. 

Nate  laughed  and  then  she  cried  and  then  she  kissed 
every  one,  and  Jack  sat,  one  supreme  smile,  in  Darly's 
rosewood  chair. 

But  Paul  said  simply,  **  Don't  wait  —  Nate.  I  want 
to  be  best  man !  " 

Something  in  the  way  he  spoke  made  her  promise  it 
should  be  in  June  I 


CHAPTER  XLII 

OLLY,  if  you  don't  want  to  go,  tell  me. 
I'm  selfish  to  ask."  Jack  was  so  happy 
it  was  impossible  for  him  to  stop  »niling. 
'*  It  is  just  that  Nate  is  the  kind  of  goddess  a  fellow 
wants  to  have  everything  as  near  perfect  as  possible. 
He  wants  to  clean  house  to  the  eaves.  Somehow,  I'd 
feel  as  if  it  was  about  a  hundred  one  and  per  cent, 
all  right.  If  you  don't  want  to  go,  it  would  be  a  hun- 
dred per  cent,  and  that's  a  rather  good  showing.  I 
never  thought  I'd  want  to  know  —  until  Nate  promised 
to  marry  me  I  " 

"  I'll  go,"  Molly  told  him.  **  I've  a  very  good  ex- 
cuse. Paul  has  wanted  me  to  go  see  these  art  people 
of  his ;  he  thinks  I  could  save  myself  a  volume  of  let- 
ters by  so  doing.  ...  It  has  been  a  long  time  since 
I  was  there  1  " 

"  Hasn't  it?  Then  if  you  don't  mind,  Molly,  you'll 
make  me  your  debtor  for  life.  And  I  haven't  for- 
gotten, either,  what  a  splendid  purchasing  florist  you 
were  in  the  way  of  red  roses  1 " 

*'  I  want  to  do  anything  I  can.  I  wish  you  and 
Nate  could  see  yourselves  these  days  —  romance  flow- 
ing from  the  patterns  of  the  wallpaper  I     Paul  and 

I  try  to  be  as  inconspicuous  as  possible  but  we  do 
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have  to  exist."  Molly  enjoyed  the  teasing.  "  Seri- 
ously, Jack,  do  you  think  we  all  ought  to  try  to  stay 
here  —  after  you  and  Nate  are  married?  " 

"  I  think  we  are  all  old  enough  to  be  glad  of  a  fam- 
ily/' Jack  answered;  **the  house  has  a  good  many 
rooms  so  it  isn't  a  jam.  It  is  these  young  creatures 
who  want  to  rush  away  by  themselves  into  the  very 
heavens,  trembling  lest  some  one  come  to  stay  a  fort- 
night 1  " 

"  Thank  you  —  that's  settled.    We'd  hate  to  go." 

**  Nate  wouldn't  marry  me  if  you  did.  Now  begin 
to  keep  your  fingers  crossed  for  a  good  day." 

"  Paul's  heart  will  be  broken  if  you  aren't  married 
in  Darly's  garden  I  " 

"  Then  —  you'll  go,  Molly?  " 

"  ril  go  on  the  midnight  train  Sunday.  That  gets 
me  in  early  in  the  morning.  I'll  see  the  art  firms  until 
luncheon  time  —  and  then  your  errand.  I  can  get  back 
the  same  night."  There  was  a  quiver  in  her  voice 
which  Jack  did  not  notice. 

"  Sometimes,  Molly,  after  a  long  dormant  period 
we  do  wake  up  to  better  things.  And  I  want  to  know 
if  I  did  misjudge  Stephanie  —  if,  after  all,  she  cared 
and  it  has  hurt  her  life," —  his  face  sobered.  "  You 
know  —  she  was  my  wife  —  once." 

**  I  know,  Jack.  It'll  be  best  for  me  to  see.  I'll 
tell  you  truly." 

"  Because  Nate  would  not  want  me  to  neglect  a  duty 
—  even  if  it  was  born  of  the  long  past.  Nate  inspires 
me  with  honor.  If  I  went  myself,  I  could  not  tell. 
Stephanie  might  act  one  of  a  dozen  ways  —  it  might 
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upset  her  absolutely,  it  might  infuriate  her  —  you  can 
tell,  Molly." 

**  We  won't  speak  of  it  again.*' 

"  You  used  to  go  to  New  York  a  great  deal  —  when 
Paul  was  doing  Lars  Almy's  work,"  Jack  mused  idly. 

"  Yes."  Molly  turned  away  from  him.  *'  Look  at 
Nate  out  there  on  the  porch  —  isn't  she  a  picture  ?  " 

Jack  vanished,  as  Molly  had  intended.  Then  she 
went  in  to  Paul  to  tell  him  she  would  go  to  see  the 
art  dealers  and  hold  '^  confab  "  with  them  —  and  she 
would  come  back  on  the  Monday  night  train,  the  same 
train  she  had  first  taken  when  Almy  had  seen  her 
aboard  I 

"  Why  don't  you  stay  a  day  or  so  and  rest  —  see 
your  cousins,"  he  urged. 

"  I'll  be  eager  to  come  home,"  Molly  said  truth- 
fuUy. 

She  found  herself  leaving  the  Grand  Central  early 
Monday  morning  with  a  strange  mixture  of  desires. 
But  she  made  herself  eat  a  prosaic  breakfast  and  go 
to  the  art  firm  where  her  business  occupied  her  until 
luncheon. 

That  completed,  she  turned  into  the  first  tearoom  to 
rest  and  eat,  trying  to  keep  in  her  mind  the  errand 
on  which  she  had  been  sent,  trying  not  to  call  a  han- 
som and  drive  —  just  drive  —  by  his  offices!  It  al- 
most seemed  as  if  there  would  be  no  harm  in  merely 
driving  by  like  an  impersonal  stranger  —  but  behind 
the  thought  was  the  wish  he  might  be  coming  out  and 
she  would  see  him!     For  a  long  time  she  sat  at  the 
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table,  staring  at  the  street  with  its  endless  processicm. 

"  God  go  with  you,"  she  had  said. 

**  God  stay  with  you,  my  Molly,"  he  had  answered. 
Even  now,  she  could  sununon  the  echo  of  that  deep 
voice;  she  could  see  him  in  the  October  drizzle,  his 
face  tense  and  dark,  his  eyes  savage  with  determina- 
tion and  rebellion.  She  could  see  the  muddy  cross- 
roads; the  lazy  ox-teams  winding  by;  the  wet,  leaf- 
less trees ;  the  cold,  blackish  clouds  obscuring  the  sun- 
set !  She  could  visualize  herself  in  her  old  storm  coat 
and  red  tam,  climbing  down  into  the  muddy  road  and 
pressing  her  small,  white  face  against  the  shaft  of 
the  machine  as  she  had  said,  ^'  It  is  good  to  be  common, 
Lars ;  to  know  that  some  one  else  has  suffered  and  been 
brave !  "  Those  faded  letters  —  which  not  even  Nate, 
Jack's  Nate,  knew  of! 

She  could  see  the  small,  blue  ring  lying  in  his  palm 
and  hear  herself  saying,  *'  Not  even  this,"  in  answer 
to  his  question.  And  then  he  had  gone  on  and  she 
was  left  alone  I 

But  the  hurt  of  it  never  lessened  —  nor  the  shame 
of  it  —  nor  the  love  of  it  1  As  surely  as  she  had  made 
herself  be  one  with  duty,  just  so  surely  would  she  never 
lose  the  love  for  Lars  Almy,  hidden  deep  in  her  loyal 
heart.  What  had  he  done  with  his  life?  What  had 
he  thought?  Not  one  word  had  broken  the  silence. 
Had  he  unchained  devils,  as  he  promised  in  the  first 
flash  of  wilful  anger? 

She  rose  and  walked  into  the  street,  hoping  that  she 
would  not  meet  him  in  the  crowds  or  driving  past 
her,  that  she  would  not  hear  his  name  —  or  sec  a  com- 
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mercial  display  of  his  factories.  It  did  not  seem  to 
her  that  she  could  bear  it !  She  called  a  cab  and  drove 
to  the  address  of  Stephanie's  shop. 

It  proved  to  be  a  small  white-and-gold  affair,  an  at- 
tractive place,  from  the  soft  crushed  curtains  of  corded 
silk  in  the  window  to  the  display  of  art  goods  in  the 
outer  showcase,  every  one  of  which  recalled  Stephanie 
so  vividly  that  it  seemed  to  Molly  not  years  but  hours 
had  passed  since  she  had  seen  her. 

Butterfly  sachets,  extreme  neckwear,  smocked 
blouses,  under  bodices  of  lace,  diamond  hairpins,  lamp 
and  candle  shades,  painted  fans,  foolish  handkerchiefs, 
lingerie  of  every  description,  dinner  favors,  artificial 
flowers ! 

Molly  smiled  as  she  studied  the  things.  Then  she 
opened  the  door  and  went  in,  a  chime  of  bells  ring- 
ing as  she  did  so.  A  young  girl  in  pale  blue,  the 
gown  fairly  smacking  of  Stephanie,  came  forward  re- 
spectfully. Madame  Heath-Moffat  was  busy  with  a 
customer,  she  would  be  at  liberty  presently,  would  she 
wait?  She  looked  at  Molly's  simple  suit  of  blue  serge 
with  a  blouse  to  match  rather  disdainfully.  But 
Molly,  lost  in  bewilderment  at  Stephanie's  young  es- 
tablishment, sank  down  in  a  white-and-gold  wicker  chair 
and  stared  about  rudely. 

Vases  of  artificial  flowers  dotted  the  tabled,  beau- 
tiful chests  of  drawers  filled  with  the  goods  and  la- 
belled in  French  were  placed  in  the  four  corners. 
Gold  velvet  rugs  were  placed  carelessly  on  the  whit- 
ened floor.  A  white  Persian  kitten,  cowed  within  an 
inch  of  its  faintest  mew,  basked  artistically  in  the  sun- 
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shine.  A  pink  glass  bird  bath  occupied  the  center 
table,  and  fashion  magazines  and  a  pile  of  hand-em- 
bossed, elaborate  stationery  were  shown  to  advantage 
on  a  white  enamelled,  rosebud-draped  writing  desk. 

There  was  a  small  fitting-room  in  which  Stephanie 
was  now  closeted.  Besides  this  were  white  doors  open- 
ing into  her  workrooms.  The  entire  thing  was  pre- 
cisely what  Molly  would  have  expected. 

Presently  the  fitting-room  door  opened  and  out 
walked  a  fashionable  looking  woman  who  smiled  back 
on  Stephanie,  presumably,  and  drawled: 

"  Thanks,  my  dear  —  the  basket  pattern  —  remem- 
ber. And  the  favors  for  the  scratch  dinner  we  de- 
cided were  to  be  in  mauve.  And  remember,  the  altar 
cloth  worked  with  the  lily  design  — " 

"  Yes,  Mrs.  Twombley,"  floated  out  a  high,  famil- 
iar voice. 

Somehow,  Molly  felt  an  irresistible  desire  to  gig- 
gle. Then  a  shining  victoria  drew  up  and  a  footman 
in  frog  green  handed  Mrs.  Twombley  in  with  a  bow. 

The  younger  girl  in  blue  had  disappeared.  And 
Stephanie  came  out  —  the  same  Stephanie,  younger 
looking  if  anything,  dressed  in  a  French  model  of  white 
charmeuse  embroidered  with  gold,  the  skirts  halfway 
to  her  knees  and  kid  boots  of  dull  yellow  giving' a 
semi-military  effect.  Her  hair  was  piled  high  on  her 
head  in  the  inimitable  fashion  which  Stephanie  alone 
could  devise;  she  wore  her  wedding  ring  and  several 
large  diamonds  and  a  string  of  pearls  which  put 
Molly's  to  shame.     She  was  slightly  rouged,  but  in 
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the  subdued  light  of  the  shop  it  was  vastly  becoming. 

"Molly  Brene  Kail!"  she  said. 

"  Stephanie  —  I  was  in  town  and  — ^" 

"  I'm  delighted.  Go  to  your  lunch,  Milly;  get 
me  some  candy  on  the  way.  back.  Don't  forget  to 
match  the  monsoon  green  silk  thread  and  deliver  the 
bonnet  for  that  Baxter  kid."  Stephanie  had  not  lost 
the  art  of  domineering. 

When  the  girl  had  gone,  Stephanie  settled  herself 
in  a  chair.  "Well,  what  do  you  think  of  it?"  she 
asked,  tossing  her  head.  "  You  never  answered  my 
letter  and  I  supposed  you  never  got  it.  How's  every- 
thing? " 

"  The  shop  is  mighty  good  looking,"  said  Molly. 
"  I  know  you've  made  a  success." 

"  You  look  well  —  but  older.  Where  are  all  those 
queer,  rich  dresses  you  used  to  wear  ?  " 

Molly  laughed.  "  I've  gotten  past  clothes,  Steph- 
anie. I'm  so  busy.  You  know  Paul  has  made  a  big 
success." 

"I  know;  I've  seen  his  work.  Very  clever.  I 
wonder  if  he  would  sell  me  the  pattern  for  doilies  — 
Kaper  doilies  for  kid  luncheon  sets.  They  would  go 
very  well.  I  have  only  an  exclusive  trade  —  that 
Twombley  beast  is  a  hummer  for  money;  she  was  a 
chorus  girl  and  married  well  and  she's  trying  to  make 
the  front  rows  of  society.  I  charge  her  double  be- 
cause she  knows  that  some  of  the  best  set  trade  here. 
I  do  a  lot  of  children's  work  —  you  know  how  much 
I  love  them."     Stephanie  smiled  sardonically.     "  But 
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tell  me  about  the  chance  of  getting  Paul's  Kapen 
stamped  on  doilies.     I  was  going  to  write  him." 

"  There  isn't  any  —  positively,"  Molly  told  her. 

"  All  right,  I'll  get  Kewpies,  it  doesn't  matter.  .  .  . 
I'm  glad  he's  made  some  money.  It  was  a  good  thing 
you  stayed  with  him,  anyhow.  How  much  has  he 
made?" 

**  I  really  don't  know."  Molly  began  to  feel  the 
old  sense  of  irritation. 

**  Well,  about  how  much?  "  Stephanie  persisted,  run- 
ning true  to  form  I 

**  Enough  to  keep  us  all  very  happy  —  and  how  is 
your  aunt?  " 

*'  I  don't  get  out  to  see  her  very  often  —  poor  dear. 
She's  deaf.  So  what  is  the  sense  in  going?  I  send 
her  cut  flowers  every  week  —  the  special  box  that  they 
offer  for  a  dollar  —  and  I  keep  her  busy  doing  little 
parts  of  my  own  work.  I  can  trust  her.  Help  are  rob- 
bers. Aunt  Reba  likes  to  have  something  to  do  so  I 
send  out  a  batch  of  work  every  week  and  send  for 
it.  She  feels  as  if  she  were  really  doing  something  — 
besides,  I  don't  have  to  pay  her." 

"  I  see." 

"  Where  are  you  now  —  how  is  the  beautiful  Nate 
^and  where,  oh,  where  is  my  old  friend  husband?" 
Stephanie  was  really  curious,  but  she  tried  not  to  show 
it. 

"  We  are  all  at  Darly's  house.  Nate  owns  it,  you 
know." 

"  I  don't  know.  I  left  Jack  Heath  before  the  will 
was  read.     How  much  did  she  leave  him?  " 
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"  Fifteen  thousand  dollars.*' 

"  Yes,  that  was  what  my  lawyer  told  me.  Well,  I 
got  my  third  —  but  I  was  a  fool  not  to  have  played 
for  all  of  it/'  she  said  angrily. 

"  She  left  Nate  the  house  and  furnishings." 

"Good  property  —  I'd  have  built  flats." 

"  And  her  books  and  papers  to  Paul  —  her  jewelry 
and  clothes  to  me." 

"  Of  course  she  left  me  nothing  —  I  knew  that." 

"  No,  Stephanie." 

Stephanie  tapped  her  foot  impatiently.  "Well, 
I'm  sure  I'm  not  at  all  broken.  I'm  better  off  than 
I  ever  was.  I've  the  best  trade  in  New  York,  and 
I  make  two  and  three  hundred  per  cent,  with  these 
idiots  —  really.  Why,  I  take  lace  made  by  the  old 
ladies  in  the  home  where  Aunt  Reba  is  and  I  fix  it  up 
a  little  myself  and  stain  it  —  and  these  people  buy 
it  for  rare  altar  cloths  snatched  from  the  chapels  of 
Italy!  Isn't  that  a  scream?  I  could  tell  you  a  dozen 
such  tricks.  I'm  frank  with  you,  Molly;  I  always 
was.  I'll  tell  you  something  else."  She  rose  and 
opened  a  drawer  of  one  of  the  chests.  "  I  have  every 
one  of  my  patronesses  weeping  over  my  poor  little 
wrecked  life  —  you  know  I  can  tell  a  story  and  cry 
at  the  same  time  I  I  throw  a  throaty  quiver  into  my 
voice  and  describe  my  drunken  beast  of  a  husband  who 
beat  me,  and  then  I  show  them  these  and  we  have  a 
little  twin  cry."  She  held  out  a  pair  of  baby  shoes  and 
a  tiny  sock. 

Molly  felt  as  if  she  should  take  them  from  her. 

"  I  bought  them  when  I  first  started  in  here  and 
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they  have  surely  done  good  work  for  me.  Too  bad  I 
didn't  get  some  of  Jack's  —  my  child  was  supposed 
to  die  from  scarlet  fever  — ^  that  sounds  so  tra^c,  don't 
you  think  ?  " 

"  Stephanie  I  " 

"  Molly  1  Don't  be  shocked  —  it's  life;  the  way  I 
have  to  live.  I  have  two  rooms  and  a  bath  at  a 
good  hotel,  if  you  please,  and  they  are  furnished  in  a 
way  you'd  never  dream  of  —  if  you  had  time,  I'd  ask 
you  up." 

"  I  haven't,"  Molly  assured  her. 

"  Then,  too,  I  have  three  good  men  friends ;  they 
take  me  to  everything.  I  have  two  out-of-town  friends 
—  a  Southerner  and  a  Canadian,  both  wealthy  and 
bachelors.  They  all  want  to  marry  me.  But  I'm  in 
no  hurry.  I  have  a  bank  account  and  a  good  busi- 
ness, all  I  can  wear  and  all  I  can  eat,  and  I  buy  a  good 
diamond  cheaply  whenever  I  can.  Why  should  I  give 
all  this  up  —  to  wheel  a  bath  chair  about  and  read- 
just air  cushions  and  mix  oatmeal  pap?  For  I'd  never 
marry  any  one  but  a  very,  very  old,  very,  very  rich 
manl  Never.  All  my  men  friends  give  me  lovely 
presents  and  they  are  all  so  sorry  for  me  I  No, 
Molly,  a  second  marriage  would  be  unwise  just  now. 
I  can't  think  of  it.  I  have  sales  at  Lakewood  and 
Palm  Beach  and  my  hotel.  I'm  going  to  Paris  next 
spring,  I  may  stay  there  —  every  one  says  it  is  where 
I  belong."  She  kicked  the  kitten  with  the  toe  of  her 
boot  to  make  him  stay  in  place. 

**  I'd  get  a  marble  kitten  if  I  were  you,"  suggested 
Molly;  *'it  wouldn't  shed  its  coat  spring  and  fall  I" 
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Stephanie  leaned  forward,  her  large,  green  eyes 
gleaming  curiously.  "  Now,  just  why  did  you  come, 
Molly?" 

Molly  stirred  uneasily.  *'  I  wanted  to  see  how  you 
were." 

"  Rubbish !  You'd  have  written  —  answer  me  — 
did  —  did  he  send  ?  " 

**Well,  andif  Jackdid— " 

"  To  want  me  to  come  back  to  him?  I  hate  him! 
Fm  only  sorry  I  didn't  hurt  him."  Stephanie  was  on 
the  edge  of  a  rage,  but  she  controlled  herself  for  fear 
of  customers  coming  in. 

"  He  wanted  to  see  if  you  were  happy,  Stephanie." 

"  And  what  goes  before  that?  " 

"  Because  Jack  is  happy,"  Molly  said  finally. 
^'  Jack  is  going  to  marry  Nate  and  he  wanted  to  know 
before  he  did — " 

Stephanie  threw  back  her  head  to  laugh.  '*  I  knew 
it  I  I  always  said  so  I  What  a  marriage  —  a  pair  of 
clowns  I  "  Then  a  harder  look  came  into  her  face. 
"  I  am  well  out  of  it  —  let  them  marry.  The  rector 
can't  marry  Jack,  you  know  —  /am  the  innocent  one. 
He  is  the  beast  guilty  of  desertion  1  What  will  Nate 
say  to  that  —  what  will  Lancaster  say?  " 

"  They  have  thought  of  all  that,"  said  Molly  stead- 
ily, "  and  even  though  the  rector  cannot  marry  Nate 
—  he*d  like  to!  They  are  going  to  have  a  young 
clergyman  of  a  less  rigid  church.  To  be  sure  they 
would  rather  not  —  but  what  else  is  there  to  do?  " 

"  Do  you  ever  see  Almy?  Has  he  dropped  out  of 
sight?  "     Stephanie  was  determined  to  hurt  some  one. 
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'*I  never  see  him;  my  husband  has  other  employ- 


ers." 


**  He  was  rather  gone  on  you/'  Stephanie  specu- 
lated. '*  Welly  seeing  that  Paul  has  made  good,  it 
doesn't  matter  which  one.  .  .•  .  I  wonder  if  he  ever 
married." 

"  I  know,  nothing  about  him." 

Stephanie  smiled.  *'  I  always  thought  you  liked  him, 
MoUy." 

•*  We  both  liked  him." 

"  He  was  very  rude  to  me  —  when  I  came  to  New 
York." 

"  You  saw  him  ? "  Molly  knew  that  she  was 
trembling. 

"  Of  course ;  I  rounded  up  every  one  I  knew.  I 
had  to  in  order  to  get  a  fresh  start.  My  divorce 
didn't  cost  me  a  penny,  one  of  my  friends  helped  me, 
and  another  helped  me  start  this  shop.  I  spent  some 
money  travelling  but  that  is  all.  Aunt  Reba's  money 
pays  for  her  keep.  A  woman  alone  has  to  look  out 
for  herself.  Well,  I  called  on  Mr.  Almy  and  told 
him  I  was  your  friend  —  you  were  always  very  care- 
ful about  not  letting  any  one  meet  him.  I  gave  him 
the  chance  to  ask  me  to  dinner  so  we  could  talk  it  over. 
But  he  didn't.  He  was  a  boor.  And  now  he  has 
sold  his  big  factories  and  gone  to  be  a  farmer  in  the 
mountains!  " 

"  Stephanie!     Are  you  sure?  " 

"  You  certainly  look  delighted.  Was  that  your  fond 
and  dear  wish?"  she  teased.     "Well,  he  has.     Be- 
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lieve  me.  Because  one  of  my  friends  bought  his  fac- 
tories.'^    She  made  a  low,  sweeping  bow. 

"  Good-bye,  Stephanie,"  said  Molly  briefly.  "  I  am 
glad  it  is  well  with  you." 

"  Good-bye,  Molly  —  come  in  again.  I  know  you 
won't  buy  anything  —  but  come  anyway."  Stephanie 
paused,  triumphant. 

Just  as  Molly  opened  the  door,  Stephanie  stayed 
her.  "  There  is  one  message  I  want  to  send  Jack," 
she  said  calmly;  "  do  you  remember  the  set  of  ruby- 
glass,  gold-etched  goblets  I  had  given  me?  Well, 
when  I  unpacked  them,  two  were  missing  I  It  ruins 
the  set.  I  can't  match  them  for  the  pattern  is  dis- 
continued. They're  priceless,  besides.  I  have  just 
the  place  for  them  in  my  rooms  —  but  I  can't  use  them 
without  the  other  two  —  the  four  with  the  huge 
pitcher  looks  silly.  I  think  Jack  took  those  and  hid 
or  smashed  them  on  purpose.  Just  to  be  mean.  He 
knew  how  such  things  bothered  me.  Would  you  ask 
him,  Molly,  to  please  try  to  find  them  ?  He  can  send 
them  C.  O.  D.  if  he  likes  —  I'd  give  a  great  deal  to 
have  the  set  in  use  —  and  besides,  I  think  Mrs. 
Twombley  would  pay  me  about  ten  times  the  orig- 
inal cost,  if  I  want  to  close  it  out  around  Christmas 
time ! " 

**And  is  that  your  only  message?"  asked  Molly 
slowly. 

Stephanie  nodded.  "  It  is  the  only  thing  that  I 
lost,"  she  said,  entirely  unconscious  of  Molly's 
thoughts. 
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It  was  easy  for  Molly  to  leave  New  York,  not  to 
wonder  or  rebel.  Lars  had  gonei  just  as  they  had 
planned  to  go  together;  he  had  lived  up  to  the  ideals! 

And  when  Jack  met  her  at  the  train,  late  that  night, 
anxious  and  unnerved  because  of  the  slender  thread 
of  the  past  which  he  had  insisted  upon  being  woven 
into  his  new  and  glorious  future,  he  was  almost  startled 
when  Molly  burst  out  laughing. 

"  Did  —  did  you  really  see  her?"  he  asked. 

She  nodded.  *'  Stephanie  wants  to  know  whether 
you  smashed  or  kept  for  meanness  two  ruby-glass, 
gold-etched  goblets;  it  has  broken  her  set  and  she 
wants  either  to  use  or  sell  it.  You  are  to  send  them 
C.  O.  D.  if  you  wish  — ^"  Molly  watched  his  expres- 
sion. 

"Two  goblets?"  repeated  Jack.  "What  goblets 
—  what  stuff  ?  Heavens,  I  never  looked  at  any  of  the 
truck  —  or  used  it,  for  that  matter  —  was  —  was  — 
that  really  all  that  she  had  to  say?  " 

"  They  were  the  only  things  she  said  she  had  lost," 
Molly  answered. 


CHAPTER  XLIII 

PAUL  had  his  wish.  A  June  morning  of  sunshine 
and  air  like  wine  and  budding  pink  roses  an- 
nouncing the  fact,  was  Nate's  wedding  day! 
They  were  married  in  Darly's  garden,  bounded  by  the 
flagstone  walk  with  grass  shooting  up  between  the 
cracks  and  rows  upon  rows  of  bushes  blushing  with 
their  first  blossoms. 

No  one  but  themselves  was  present,  Molly  in  blue 
chiffon  and  her  string  of  pearls,  and  Paul  close  beside, 
looking  at  Jack  and  Nate  with  happy  eyes. 

It  seemed  as  if  Nate  bloomed  in  company  with  the 
roses ;  all  the  boyish  Nate  had  vanished.  In  her  place 
was  a  regal  young  woman  with  a  crown  of  nut-brown 
hair  combed  relentlessly  by  Molly  and  fastened  with 
an  odd  jewelled  ornament  which  had  been  Darly's. 
Nate's  dress  was  very  simple,  her  regalness  would  not 
have  countenanced  flippant  frills  —  a  plain,  ivory 
satin  made  princess  ways  and  banded  with  old  lace. 
In  the  folds  at  the  neck  was  a  rare  topaz  from  Molly, 
and  she  wore  Jack's  gift,  a  necklace  to  match. 

After  they  had  been  properly  blessed  and  the  bride 

kissed,  a  band  of  Nate's  children  broke  into  the  garden 

to  surround  her  and  sing  a  song  of  happiness.     Molly 

had  planned  this  and  stationed  them  peeping  through 

the  bushes  all  during  the  ceremony. 

In  the  evening  they  left  Lancaster  for  a  "  long, 
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longer,  longest  trip,"  as  Jack  warned  Molly.  "Wc 
are  going  to  take  enough  vacation  to  last  eight  years  — 
so  don't  expect  us  until  Christmas.*' 

"  Won't  you  even  tell  us  where  to?"  Molly  asked 
curiously. 

"  California." 

"  That's  definite."  Paul  patted  his  new  brother's 
coat  sleeves.  "  You  are  a  lucky  old  boy,  Jack  —  save 
a  little  of  the  romance  until  you  come  back.  Molly 
and  I  like  to  sit  beside  the  fire  and  watch  I  " 

Nate  kissed  Molly  good-bye  regretfully.  "  If  you 
want  me,  know  I'll  come  whenever  you  say,"  she  told 
her. 

"  Your  place  is  with  Jack  —  oh,  Nate,  isn't  it  good 
to  think  of  your  belonging  to  him  and  of  having 
Darly's  house !  I  kept  thinking  of  her  all  during  to- 
day ;  it  seemed  as  if  she  must  be  standing  right  by  the 
crimson  rambler  vines,  dressed  in  her  lavender  frock 
and  the  old  shade  leghorn  hanging  by  a  ribbon  on  her 
arm !  It  seemed  as  if  she  must  be  smiling  at  us  with 
her  star  gray  eyes  and  telling  us  we  were  through  with 
auctions  I  " 

"  Did  you  think  that,  too,  Molly?  The  thought 
never  left  me  from  the  moment  that  I  stepped  into  the 
garden." 

"  Good-bye,  Jack."  It  was  Molly's  turn  to  kiss 
him.  "  Good-bye  —  may  love  go  and  return  with 
you  I  " 

She  wheeled  Paul  to  the  foot  of  the  winding  path- 
way while  Nate  and  Jack  in  their  travelling  clothes 
walked  with  them.     Here  a  carriage  met  them  and 


PARADISE  AUCTION  483 

they  entered  it  reluctantly,  turning  to  wave  until  the 
roadbed  took  them  in  cross  directions  I 

"  They're  so  happy  1  "  Molly  leaned  on  her  hus- 
band's chair,  loath  to  go  back.  *'  Slim  whined  when 
Nate  came  down  in  her  wedding  dress;  the  old  boy 
knew," 

"  They're  happy,  Molly,  but  not  as  happy  as  we 
are  —  with  our  seven  hundred  Kaper  children  to  feed 
porridge  to  and  spank  every  other  Saturday  I  "  Paul 
glanced  at  her  proudly,  "  You  looked  so  lovely, 
Molly;  lovelier  than  Nate." 

She  shook  her  head.  "  Brides  are  always  lovely  — 
don't  you  want  to  go  back?  And  sit  on  the  porch  to 
watch  the  sunset?  " 

"  The  house  will  seem  very  quiet,  but  it  will  seem 
nice  to  be  alone  with  you  —  just  as  we  were  once  in 
our  little  house  down  in  the  valley  1  " 

"Yes,  Paul." 

"  I  don't  want  them  to  come  back  before  Christmas 
—  no  matter  what,"  he  added,  more  to  himself,  "  for 
they've  earned  their  holiday !  " 

They  sat  on  the  broad  veranda  with  Slim  between 
them  and  talked  about  it  all  —  and  about  Darly  and 
of  how  she  would  have  smiled  at  her  new  daughter. 
They  did  not  mention  Stephanie;  she  seemed  a  crea- 
ture from  another  world,  met  in  a  hasty,  unexplainable 
dream.  But  they  planned  for  Jack's  future  and  Nate's 
happiness,  and  of  the  day  that  perhaps  Jack's  chil- 
dren should  frolic  in  the  garden  and  trot  about  just  as 
Jack  had  done!  Molly's  voice  held  steady  and  true 
to  the  end,  and  she  smiled  as  Paul  spoke  of  it  and  prom- 
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ised  to  spoil  them  with  special  Kapers  and  special 
Kapers'  Sauce  I 

Then  he  was  helped  to  bed.  He  fell  asleep  easily 
that  night,  but  Molly,  wide  awake  and  a  trifle  sad,  came 
downstairs  to  sit  alone  in  the  drawing-room  and  watch 
the  blinking  moon  rise  slowly  in  pale  glory.  She 
thought  again  of  Lars  gone  back  to  the  lodge  as  they 
had  planned.  She  thought  of  Paul  and  his  pleasant 
fame  and  happiness.  She  thought  of  Stephanie. 
She  thought  of  Jack  and  Nate.  And  she  glanced  at 
the  rosewood  chair.  With  little  imagination  she  could 
fancy  Darly  sitting  there,  the  dainty,  beringed  hands 
clasped  gracefully  and  a  smile  on  the  cameo  face  I 

**  You  never  had  your  sunset,  did  you?"  she  said 
softly,  "  but  you  kept  the  pearls  and  gave  them  to 
me.  .  •  .  Perhaps  I  might  have  kept  the  little  ring  I 
Darly,  how  few  of  us  ever  have  our  *  sunsets ' —  it's 
just  the  faint  hope  of  having  them  that  keeps  us  brave 
and  steady  through  —  October  drizzles  1  " 

Nate,  cantering  on  horseback  to  meet  her  husband, 
pulled  up  her  horse  abruptly.  Something  in  the  way 
Jack  walked  his  pony  frightened  her.  She  dismounted 
and,  tying  her  horse,  ran  to  meet  him. 

They  had  been  playing  jeu  d^barre  and  old  French 
games  on  horseback  all  morning  with  some  of  the 
pleasant  tourists  spending  their  holidays  in  southern 
California.  Nate  had  invited  them  to  the  bungalow 
nestling  at  the  foot  of  a  grave  old  mountain  to  have  tea 
that  night. 

It  seemed  as  if  she  and  Jack  had  always  been  mar- 
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ried,  had  always  lived  in  a  bungalow  in  the  Califor- 
nia mountains,  had  spent  their  time  together  in  per- 
fect accord,  fishing  and  tramping,  riding,  flower  search- 
ing, learning  the  call  of  new  birds  and  making  friends 
with  the  small  wood  beasties.  Lancaster  and  even 
Molly  and  Paul  were  remote  and  faraway  things  — 
the  calm,  bright  pool  had  become  a  reality  to  them 
once  again.  It  had  been  five  months  since  they  had 
left  the  East.  And  Jack  ruefully  announced  that  busi- 
ness and  Christmas  and  home  ties  must  take  them  back 
before  another  six  weeks  passed. 

**What  is  it.  Jack?"  she  called,  waving  her  arm. 
Nate  was  a  veritable  cowboy  in  her  brown  corduroys 
and  the  soft,  velvet  cap. 

Jack  slung  out  of  the  saddle.  He  came  towards 
her  and  took  her  in  his  arms.  "  I've  a  letter  from 
Molly  —  I  — "  he  began,  dreading  to  give  her  pain. 

"  Paul,"  was  all  she  said.  "  We  must  go  back  to- 
night!" 

"  It  is  too  late."  Jack  handed  her  the  envelop  ad- 
dressed in  Molly's  schoolboyish  hand.  **  Sit  here, 
dearest,  read  it  —  or  shall  I  read  it  to  you  —  don't 
grieve,  Nate  —  you  catCt  when  you  see  what  she  has 
written." 

Stunned,  helpless,  all  the  woman  of  her  glad  to  rest 
on  Jack's  strong  arm,  Nate  listened  as  he  read : 

My  brother  and  sister: 

Paul  has  fallen  asleep.  It  is  hard  and  yet  easy  for  me  to  tell 
you.  Hard  because  of  the  distance  and  the  stiltedness  of  writ- 
ing and  easy  because  he  was  so  happy  that  I  cannot  but  be  glad. 

Soon  after  you  left  he  grew  noticeably  weaker,  each  day  made 
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it  a  little  harder  to  stay.  There  was  nothing  to  be  done,  no  one 
could  have  helped  him.  He  knew.  He  talked  of  you  both 
very  often  and  said,  "  Molly,  when  it  is  over,  write  them  — 
don't  wire  —  tell  them  not  to  hurry  bacL  To  stay  and  be 
happy  for  me.    That  is  my  last  wish." 

I  was  with  him  day  and  night  and  in  tlie  early  morning  of 
yesterday,  he  took  my  hand  and  whispered,  "  Don't  let  them 
come  back.  Oh,  Molly,  it's  splendid  that  I  can't  last  out  much 
longer."  And  he  raised  himself  halfway  in  bed  and  told  me 
practical  things  he  wanted  done,  about  his  work  and  then  he 
kissed  me  and  said  the  things  which  only  husbands  such  as  Paul 
can  say  to  wives!  Precious  memories.  I  knew  it  would  not  be 
much  longer.  When  I  came  back,  he  seemed  tired  and  drowsy 
and  all  at  once  his  splendid  pretense  at  being  brave  and  well  left 
him  and  he  slept  his  last  in  my  arms  like  a  child. 

Don't  come  back  —  it  is  easier  to  be  alone,  to  find  myself  all 
over  again,  if  you  can  understand.  And  to  have  your  coming 
a  few  weeks  later  as  something  to  look  forward  to.  I  shall  be 
lonely  now !    I  will  write  more  to-morrow  — 

Molly. 

Nate  laid  her  head  on  Jack's  shoulder  to  sob.  "  We 
must  go/'  she  persisted.  **  Poor  little  Molly  I 
Mustn't  we  go,  Jack?  We  were  thoughtless  to  come 
so  far  away — " 

"  If  you  wish,  Nate,  we  will  go,"  he  answered,  "  on 
the  night  train.  But  I  think  Molly  spoke  truly  when 
she  said  she  would  rather  be  alone  —  to  find  herself 
all  over  again.     It  would  be  better  to  do  as  she  asks." 

"  It  seems  as  if  I  must  go,  to  help  her,  to  hold  her 
tight,  to  tell  her  how  brave  she  is  —  do  you  tlunk  we 
must  stay?" 

Jack  was  silent. 
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"What  are  you  thinking?"  Nate  asked  him  softly. 
"  I  was  thinking  of  Dariy.     You  see,  Paul  won't  be 
alone.     It's  only  Molly." 
"  Then  wc'U  go,"  said  Nate. 


CHAPTER  XLIV 

O  you  know  what  I'm  remembering,  Molly?  '* 
Nate  looked  up  at  her  with  a  smile. 

*'  How  far  the  moon  is  from  the  earth/* 
Molly  answered  impudently. 

Nate,  occupying  her  old  position  beside  the  fire- 
place, laid  aside  her  sewing.  "  I  was  thinking  that 
some  ten  years  ago  in  June  in  this  very  room,  I  sat 
here  trying  to  make  you  a  bridal  wreath  and  it  resulted 
in  an  awful  mess.  You  raced  upstairs  and  got  Darly, 
and  now  I  am  sitting  here  trying  to  make  an  infant's 
coat  and  you  are  just  dying  to  snatch  it  away  from 
me  I" 

"  Well,  no  human  being  can  ever  wear  it,"  said 
Molly  honestly,  taking  it  out  of  Nate's  hands. 
"  Where  are  the  sleeves  supposed  to  be,  anyhow?  " 

**  Oh  —  I  had  forgotten  the  sleeves,  Molly.'* 

Molly  shook  her  head.  "No  use,  Nate;  I  must 
be  this  child's  guardian  angel.  Wait  a  minute  —  I 
want  to  show  you  something."  She  raced  upstairs 
again,  just  as  her  small  self  had  raced  the  day  before 
her  wedding  I 

Nate  smiled  happily  at  no  one  in  particular.  The 
brown  eyes  were  soft  with  hope  and  her  face  was 
radiant  with  the  promise  of  motherhood.  Her  pink 
gown  became  her  well  and  she  looked,  as  she  sat  in 
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girlish  fashion  beside  the  old  fireplace,  a  happy  wife  I 

Molly  came  back  shortly,  staggering  under  blue 
papered  bundles. 

"  What  in  the  name  of  heaven?  "  asked  Nate,  look- 
ing up  in  surprise,  startled  from  her  own  reverie. 

Molly  sat  down  on  the  floor.  "Nate,"  she  said 
soberly,  "I've  been  a  selfish  pig  I"  Molly's  purple 
eyes  were  a  trifle  dusky.  "  I've  known  all  along  that 
I  ought  to  give  you  these,  that  they  belonged  to  you. 
But,  somehow,  I  could  not  bear  to  take  them  out  — 
to  see  them  I  It  was  like  opening  a  grave  that  IVe 
tried  hard  to  cover  with  happy  flowers.  There  they 
are  —  it  was  selfish  sentiment  —  please  take  them  if 
you  will.  Everything  is  ready  —  a  trifle  yellowed  but 
that's  all.  Darly  gave  them  to  me,  you  know  —  they 
were  Jack's  I  So  you'll  worship  and  reverence  them  I  " 
Molly's  voice  broke  a  little  as  she  laid  one  of  the 
bundles  on  Nate's  lap.  The  last  bit  of  Molly's  use- 
fulness seemed  to  ebb  from  her  as  she  did  so.  She 
was  merely  Molly,  sitting  by  the  fire,  empty  handed, 
empty  hearted  —  just  Molly  with  big  purple  eyes  and 
a  bit  of  gray  crept  prematurely  into  the  black  hair  I 

"  Molly,  I  can't  take  them  —  no,  they  are  yours  for 
keeps  —  it  isn't  fair  to  hurt  you  so." 

"  It's  not  hurting,  who  else  should  wear  them  but 
Jack's  child?" 

"And  you  thought  one  time — "  Nate's  warm 
hand  clasped  hers  — "  Molly,  I  know  now  what  it 
meant  to  you.  I  didn't  then.  I  think  I  was  numbed 
towards  every  one.  You  see,  I  cared  for  Jack  and 
he  seemed  as  gone  from  me  as  if  he  were  dead.    A 
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living  death  is  harder  to  stand,  Molly  I  It  was  like  a 
sad  little  story  I  had  read  or  some  one  told  me  about. 
But  since  I've  been  Jack's  wife,  the  last  three  years 
have  been  heaven  ahead  of  time,  and  now — ^*  she 
patted  the  bundles  — **  I  know  how  hard  it  was  for 
you,  Molly.     How  hard  all  of  it  was/^ 

Molly  looked  at  her  quickly. 

"  All  of  it,"  Nate  repeated,  "  even  —  Lars  Almy.*' 

Molly's  hand  trembled.  "You  knew?"  she  said 
finally  In  an  odd,  dead  sort  of  voice,  as  if  it  had  finally 
come  to  be  a  matter  of  supreme  indifference. 

"  I  think  I  knew.  You  remember  the  blue  ring  you 
lost  on  the  crossroads  ?  Some  one  told  me  that  Almy 
had  been  stuck  in  the  mud  there  that  afternoon.  And 
then  little  things  —  straws  —  I  half  guessed,  half  fan- 
cied, I  never  even  voiced  it.  But  I  knew  what  it  meant 
for  a  woman  to  give  up  the  man  she  loved  and  do  her 
duty,  even  if  that  duty  was  to  my  own  brother." 

"  Do  you  think  any  the  less  of  me?  " 

"  The  less  ?    A  thousand  times  more." 

"Do  you?"  Molly  asked  again  like  a  wondering 
child.  "  It  seems  I  have  been  insanely  wicked  to  have 
ever  dreamed  of  such  a  thing,  to  have  dared  to  — ^^ 

"But  you  cared,  didn't  you?  That  makes  it  out- 
side of  dreams  and  daring.  Even  if  Paul  had  been 
well  and  rich,  wouldn't  you  have  cared  for  Lars?  " 

"  You,  his  sister,  to  ask  me  that?  " 

"Because  you  can't  help  caring!  It  is  something 
regulated  behind  the  veil.  I  know," —  Nate's  pleasant 
face  gravened  — "  Molly,  I  wanted  to  kill  myself  on 
Jack's  first  wedding  day  —  I  had  to  fight  with  myself 
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not  to  want  to  —  to  hurt  Stephanie.     I  thought  I 
should  go  mad  I  " 

"Ah,"— MoU/s  hand  still  held  Nate's— "then 
you  do  understand.  Well,  I  cared  that  way,  too.  If 
Lars  had  lain  helpless  and  poor,  I  would  have  gone 
on  caring.  I  thought  I  married  the  man  I  should  al- 
ways love  when  I  married  Paul.  I  love  Paul  still, 
Nate,  if  you  can  comprehend.  Romance  says  there 
is  but  one  cut-and-dried  method  of  loving  another  hu- 
man being.  Romance  is  in  error.  There  are  differ- 
ent ways.  Even  as  Jack  cared  for  Stephanie  blindly, 
selfishly,  unbelievably  deceived  by  her  —  so  he  has 
come  to  adore  you  from  a  totally  different  angle.  Ro- 
mance would  have  us  all  monogamists.  Fm  afraid 
we're  not!  That  is  —  always.  Paul's  love  and  our 
marriage  was  a  girlish  romance  ripened  by  propinquity 
and  loneliness  —  a  sweet,  gentle  thing,  real  and  fra- 
grant while  it  endured.  But  when  the  woman  of  me 
came  into  awakening,  when  I  met  Lars,  I  knew  that  life 
offered  a  different  sort  of  love  —  a  vital,  lasting  thing 
of  divine  endurance,  of  demonic  strength  and  eager- 
ness I  I  knew  that  I  had  outgrown  the  other.  That 
was  all.  And  then,  I  wanted  to  forget  duty,  to  di- 
vorce Paul,  to  marry  Lars.  Nate,  I  was  wicked;  I 
used  to  see  Lars  Almy  in  New  York  and  he  would  beg 
me  to  listen  to  him;  we  planned  our  home  and  what 
we  should  do  —  we  wanted  to  make  Paul  happy  and 
comfortable  —  buy  him  off!  We  used  to  set  a  time 
to  tell  him  about  our  love  1  I'd  go  back  to  the  bunga- 
low and  Paul  would  greet  me  as  if  I  were  a  divine 
thing  given  him  to  keep  sane.     And  then  I'd  beg 
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Lars  to  wait  a  little  longer  and  finally  —  finally — ^'^ 

"What  finally,  Molly?" 

**  Shall  I  tell  you  ?  It  is  the  only  secret  which  Jack 
has  never  shared,  I  believe,"  and  looking  at  Nate 
sadly,  Molly  told  her  reason.  Darly*s  love  and  Dan 
Brene's  love  and  Darly's  strength  of  self-denial. 
''  And  so,  I  did  just  what  Darly  had  done  —  and  hun- 
dreds of  others  had  done  before  Darly  I  And  it's 
ended,  done  with,  dead  I  Nothing  can  ever  make  it 
any  different  —  I  would  not  dare  to  want  it.  I've  put 
it  aside,  Nate,  for  always.  To  try  personally  to  bring 
it  back  into  my  life  would  seem  to  be  —  nidcing  the  sac- 
rifice!" 

When  she  finished,  Nate  said  slowly,  "  Molly,  there 
have  to  be  Pauls.  There  have  to  be  Almys.  There 
are  always  plenty  of  Stephanies,  to  make  up  for  which 
there  are  Jacks.  There  are  plenty  of  me's.  Once  in 
a  long  time,  there  is  a  Darly  I  Pauls  and  Almys, 
Stephanies  and  Jacks  and  me's,  are  all  types.  But 
Darly  was  a  character.  Molly,  the  hardest  thing  in 
the  world  is  to  change  oneself  from  a  type  into  a  char- 
acter —  but  you've  done  it  1  " 

Two  months  later,  Molly,  tiptoeing  downstairs, 
beckoned  to  Jack. 

"  Come  upstairs  to  shake  hands  with  your  son,"  she 
said  smiling  through  her  tears.  "  He's  wonderful  1 
He's  about  ten  minutes  old  but  he's  been  singing  for 
eight  of  them !  " 

**  Of  course  he  is  going  to  be  President,"  said  Nate, 
laughing  at  her  husband.     **  Molly  says  he  is,  anyway. 
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I  have  hardly  seen  the  man  myself;  she  whisks  him  out 
of  sight  on  the  least  provocation." 

"  Never  mind  the  being  President,"  Jack  told  her. 
"  He's  all  right;  let  Molly  whisk  him  around.  I've 
been  kept  tiptoeing  about,  shoeless,  supperless,  wife- 
less long  enough.  Howdy  do,"  he  bowed  gravely  at 
Nate,  sitting  in  the  bay  window  watching  the  river. 

"  Splendid,  thanks  —  same  to  you,"  she  answered. 
"  Jack,  I'm  terribly  glad  he  has  your  eyes  and  your 
nose  —  your  nose  is  such  a  joy  to  me." 

**  Why?  Because  there's  no  end  to  it?  "  demanded 
Jack,  rubbing  it  ruefully.  "  Did  you  know  you  were 
to  go  driving  with  me  to-morrow  and  son  is  to  stay  with 
his  aunt  and  play  Jack-in-the-corner  ?  " 

**  I  didn't,  but  it's  good  news."  Nate  looked 
thoughtful  for  an  instant.  "Jack,  please  come  here 
^-I  want  to  whisper  a  secret — a  very,  very  secret 
thing  that  you  must  know  of." 

Crossing  over,  he  put  his  head  down  to  hers. 
"You're  lovely,  Nate,"  he  said  softly;  "lovelier  than 
ever  before.  ...  As  lovely  as  Darly  I  " 

"  Listen,  I  want  to  tell  you  before  any  one  comes 
in."  She  whispered  a  long,  exciting  something  in  his 
ear. 

"No/*  he  said,  stepping  back  in  surprise,  ''No!'* 

She  nodded.     "  Listen  some  more  — " 

Jack  stepped  back  again  bravely,  "  What?  '*  he  in- 
terrupted a  moment  later. 

Another  nod.  "  Now  listen  again,"  and  she  talked 
for  a  long  time  during  which  Jack's  head  shook  and 
nodded  alternately. 
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"Nate,  really?  Really  true?  Now  —  honest?'* 
He  stood  back  and  looked  at  her  gravely. 

"  Really  truly,  dear  —  please  —  if  you  love  me." 

"  Then  kiss  me  first  of  all." 

**  And  we'll  drive  to-morrow,"  she  finished,  "  and 
son  will  be  a  month  old,  but  — " 

**  Oh,  I  will  —  I  will  —  but  if  it  was  any  one  else 
except  you  who  told  me  to,  I'd  balkl  " 

Nate  pointed  a  conmianding  finger.  *'Go  down- 
stairs and  bring  our  child  to  me.  Tell  that  Molly- 
woman  she  has  confused  him  greatly  as  to  whom  he 
shall  love  best.     And  remember,  not  a  hint  I  " 

"  Then  I  want  chloroform  until  I  get  away,"  he 
protested.  "  I'm  as  nervous  as  if  son  had  turned  out 
to  be  twins !  " 

Molly  thought  his  light,  bantering  manner  was  ex- 
cess joy  from  the  fact  of  the  small,  white  bundle  which 
she  was  cuddling  and  which  she  surrendered  with  hun- 
gry reluctance. 

"  Please  carry  him  properly,  Jack;  he's  not  a  bale 
of  cotton,"  she  said  sharply.  **  Jack  —  here,  you  bet- 
ter let  me." 

''  No,  Nate  said  you  were  an  enchantress  and  had 
estranged  his  affections,"  and  he  bolted  upstairs  with 
son  dangling  helplessly. 

"  Take  him ;  he's  frightfully  lacking  in  backbone," 
he  said,  dumping  him  into  Nate's  lap,  ''  and  for 
heaven's  sake,  tell  it  to  me  again.  I  fail  to  get  it  safely 
established  in  my  medulla  oblongata!  ^' 

*'  Close  that  door  and  sit  there,"  Nate  ordered 
sternly.     **  Now  for  the  last  time  —  listen!  '^ 


CHAPTER  XLV 

**^T  seems  too  bad  Jack  has  to  dart  away  on  trips 
with  no  warning  at  all.  I  should  think  the  vice- 
president  of  the  company  could  arrange  his  trav- 
elling to  suit  his  leisure/'  said  Molly  two  weeks  later 
as  she  watched  Nate  dress  her  son.  **  Of  course,  it  is 
splendid  he's  a  member  of  the  firm,  and  I  suppose  it  is 
necessary  only — " 

"  I  sha'n't  be  lonesome  any  more,"  Nate  told  her. 
"  I  don't  mind.  This  trip  is  a  very  tiny  one  —  he 
wired  this  morning  that  he  might  get  in  to-night." 

"  Good  —  what  else  was  there  for  me  to  do  ?  You 
are  fairly  bursting  to  take  son  out  in  the  white  pram." 

"  I  am,"  Nate  confessed.  "  Get  me  my  hat  and  the 
little  silk  coat,  will  you,  and  then  we'll  do  the  river 
drive,  if  son's  disposition  holds  good.  The  little  beg- 
gar likes  the  motion  of  the  cart  — ^" 

Together,  with  solemn  ceremony,  they  tucked  him  in 
and  covered  him  with  blue  bows  and  embroidery. 
Then  Molly  readjusted  a  last  frilly  end  of  lace  to  suit 
herself  while  son  wailed  and  Nate  laughed. 

"  You  do  look  very  matronly,  Nate,"  she  said  gener- 
ously, trying  not  to  let  it  hurt.  "  Take  him  down  and 
wheel  him  around  where  every  one  will  sec  you;  you 
know  you  want  to." 

''  I'll  be  back  presently."     Nate's  tall,  striking  fig- 
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ure  vanished  with  the  white  wicker  cab  as  a  head- 
light. '*  Please  don't  make  him  a  satin  ulster  while 
we're  gone.     He  only  has  four." 

Molly  went  up  to  the  nursery  to  put  it  in  a  little 
more  immaculate  order.  She  began  to  cry  as  she  did 
so.  She  was  thinking  of  what  Nate  had  said  only 
that  morning,  "  Molly,  youVe  grown  so  tiny  you  could 
actually  put  son  in  your  bed  and  you  take  son's  and 
you'd  both  be  more  comfortable  1  "  In  some  strange 
fashion,  it  had  hurt  —  although  it  had  been  said  with 
the  intention  of  a  jest. 

Everything  hurt  —  since  Son  had  come  and  Molly 
had  been  forced  to  hold  in  restraint  the  big  love  for 
him.  After  all,  he  was  Nate's  son  I  She  was  merely 
Aunt  Molly,  a  quaint  little  purple-eyed  person  who, 
oh,  ever  so  long  ago,  had  been  married  and  planned 
for  the  white  clothes  which  Son  now  wore  —  and  who 
had  lived  her  little  life  and  was,  not  exactly  a  burden, 
just  some  one  to  be  nice  to  because  she  was  pitied  — 
The  old  flame  Molly  rose  in  protest  when  she  ad- 
mitted these  truths. 

She  went  about  the  pretty  white  room  and  put  it 
to  rights,  wondering  vaguely  if  all  the  years  to  come 
were  to  be  the  same  dull  pattern  of  a  secondary  po- 
sition. She  thought  of  Paul,  as  she  dusted  off  some 
pictures  of  the  Kaper  Babies  which  she  had  framed 
for  Son's  room  —  and  smiled.  Paul  was  happy.  He 
had  died  believing  that  as  long  as  they  both  had  lived, 
Molly  had  never  once  wavered.  .  .  .  Well,  that  was 
more  than  worth  the  dull  routine.  Just  as  Darly 
had  once  stood  at  her  drawing-room  windows  and 
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looked  out  at  the  four  young  people  tramping  up  the 
old  walk,  and  had  longed  for  the  things  of  her  youth, 
so  did  Molly  as  she  began  getting  the  necessaries  for 
Son's  nightly  alcohol  rub  ready  —  but  Darly  had  been 
glad.  So  was  Molly!  Sometimes  she  wondered  at 
herself  for  staying  so  still  and  placid  beside  the  fire  I 

But  she  would  have  wondered  more  if  she  could 
have  seen  what  had  befallen  Son  I  For  his  mother  had 
wheeled  him  up  the  river  drive  and  waited  —  like  a 
careless  nursemaid.  And  presently,  only  five  minutes 
late,  as  Jack  reminded  her  afterwards,  a  car  drove  up 
and  Son's  father  leaped  out  to  welcome  him.  An- 
other man  looked  at  him  briefly  and  spoke  to  Nate 
and  then,  leaving  Jack  beside  his  family,  he  drove  on 
up  the  winding  pathway  and  rang  loudly  at  the  worn, 
brown  door. 

Molly  answered.  At  first  she  thought  it  was  a  cruel 
phantom  to  punish  her  for  her  unbridled  thoughts. 
Then  she  looked  again  and  saw  Lars,  Lars  come  back 
to  her  I 

The  shaggy  eyebrow  lay  in  obedience  to  the  smooth 
and  the  tan  and  wind  of  out  of  doors  had  darkened 
his  face.  He  was  older;  there  was  a  kindly,  thought- 
ful line  across  the  high  forehead  indicative  that  he  had 
not  lost  ideals,  nor  unchained  "  devils."  And  yet,  it 
was  the  same  Lars  —  the  big,  strong  man  with  all  the 
love  in  the  world  crowding  into  his  face  as  he  saw 
Molly. 

Silently,  fearfully,  she  let  him  in. 

He  took  her  in  his  arms.  Words  seemed  for  the 
moment  sacrilege. 
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By  and  by  she  said  softly,  '^  There  have  been  changes 
but  you  know  of  them  or  you  would  not  come.  Paul 
-—is  dead  —  three  years  ago.  He  found  his  work, 
perhaps  you  know  —  his  real  work — ^" 

^'  I  know.  And  Jack  told  me  all  the  rest,''  he  an- 
swered. 

Molly  started.     "Jack?" 

"  Nate  sent  him  to  me  in  the  mountains.  She  told 
him  to  say  that  we  had  earned  our  sunset  —  you  and 
I,  Molly." 

Molly  began  to  tremble.  **  I  told  her  —  but  —  I 
didn't  think  or  dream  —  or  — ^" 

"  She  sent  him.  They  are  doWn  there  now  with 
their  boy  —  and  they  know,  Molly;  there  is  nothing 
ever  to  hide  again.     They  sent  for  me." 

"  Ah,  you  went  back  to  the  lodge  without  me," — 
her  fingers  stole  up  to  caress  his  cheeks  — **  you  didn't 
stop  thinking  of  what  we  would  have  done  — ^" 

"  I've  lived  and  thought  as  we  planned  ever  since 
you  sent  me  away  at  the  crossroads!  I  told  myself, 
*  My  Molly  died  the  day  before  our  wedding.  But  she 
is  mine.  I  must  keep  her  home  for  her  as  if  she  were 
beside  me.' " 

"Lars!" 

"  You're  thin  and  frail  but  the  rainbow  is  there  in 
your  purple  eyes  —  and  the  Molly  that  inspires  it !  " 

"  I'm  afraid  to  believe,  even  to  try  to  believe."  She 
broke  away  from  him  in  a  flurry  of  doubt  and  uncer- 
tainty. 

He  soothed  her.  "  They  know  everything,  darling 
■—they'll  come  back  soon  and  tell  you  —  it  is  right 
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for  us  to  marry,  Molly.  They  wish  It  as  well  as  you 
and  I." 

'^  She  was  right,  Lars,  wasn^t  she  —  about  earning 
things  ?  "  Molly  pointed  to  the  rosewood  chair. 

'^  She  was  right,"  he  repeated,  his  lips  brushing  her 
cheek.  "  I  tried  to  think  she  was  wrong  —  but  deep 
down,  I  knew  I  " 

"  They  have  been  long  years,  Lars  —  I  feel  oldish 
Inside  — " 

He  nodded.  **  The  rainbow  never  ages,  Molly. 
The  rainbow  and  you  are  one." 

"  And  now," —  the  old  ardent  Molly  flamed  into 
life  again — "now,  Lars,  it's  high  noon  —  not  sunset 
—  high  noonl  Don't  you  see?  Paul  was  dawn, 
early,  blushy,  pink  dawn  —  a  frail,  dainty  thing,  un- 
real and  only  seen  by  few  —  but  it  Is  high  noon  for 
you  and  me !  "  And  she  thought  again  of  the  moment 
when  she  had  learned  a  great  and  helpful  truth  —  that 
life  is  old,  there  Is  nothing  new!  Just  as  she  and  Paul 
had  once  dallied  below  In  the  raw  spring  air,  while 
Jack  had  gone  up  to  seek  Nate  and  ask  her  to  be  his 
wife  —  so  did  Jj^ck  and  Nate  tarry  now  while  Almy 
came  back  to  win  her  final  pledge.  Life  repeats  itself 
with  blessed  monotony  —  and  every  repeated  pledge 
and  re-asked  question  of  love  is  just  as  throbbing  with 
happiness  and  delight  and  wonder  as  though  it  were 
some  new,  strange  thing  with  which  none  of  us  knew 
quite  how  to  deal !  It  had  been  singularly  fitting  that 
It  was  spring  when  she  and  Paul  stayed  below  in  the 
winding  river  path  —  spring  and  Paul  —  they  were  one 
in  Molly's  life.     It  was  equally  fitting  that  it  was  the 


